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CHAPTER     I. 

AWAKENING. 

It  seemed  to  Geoffrey  Poland  as  if  he  had 
gone  to  sleep  amidst  a  tumult  resembling 
the  end  of  the  world,  and  had  awakened  in 
heaven,  when  one  morning  he  found  himself 
lying  on  a  pile  of  cushions  on  the  deck  of  a 
yacht,  with  nothing  but  white  sails  and 
blue  sky  to  be  seen,  and  nothing  to  be  heard 
but  the  rush  and  ripjDle  of  water  round  a 
flying  keel.  What  had  happened  to  him, 
when  he  had  lost  consciousness,  what  might 
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be  his — at  present  unseen — surroundings, 
seemed  matters  of  complete  unimportance. 
The  sun  warmed  him,  the  air  blew  softly, 
laden  with  health  for  him,  the  waves  sighed 
and  murmured  a  lullaby,  and  consciousness 
was  but  half  complete  before  he  fell  into  a 
quiet  and  dreamless  sleep. 

It  was  almost  evening  when  he  awoke 
again,  and  found  a  middle-aged  man  with 
a  pleasant  face  and  weather-stained  clothing 
sitting  beside  him. 

''  What  is  the  latitude  ?  "  asked  Greoffrey, 
after  a  moment's  consideration. 

''  About  42^,"  answered  his  companion. 

'^  And  how  did  you  manage  to  pick  me 
up,  Gordon  ?  " 

The  stranger  looked  surprised. 

"  How  do  you  come  to  know  my  name  ? 
you  have  seemed  conscious  of  nothing  since 
I  brought  you  on  board." 

^^I   have    had     the    privilege     of     your 
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acquaintance  for   several   years,"    answered 
Geoffrey. 

^^  And  I  have  had  the  pleasure  of  nursing 
you  for  three  days,  and  never  until  this 
moment  discovered  that  you  were  my  old 
friend  Poland !  Don't  let  me  hear  much  of 
man's  intelligence  for  some  time  I  " 

'^  But  am  I  so  altered  ?  "  asked  Greoffrey. 

'^  My  dear  fellow,  I  see  no  points  of 
resemblance  at  present  excepting  in  eyes 
and  voice,  and  as  your  eyes  have  been 
closed,  and  your  voice  used  only  in  confused 
mutterings,  I  have  not  had  much  chance." 

'^  But  now  tell  me  all  about  it.  You, 
found  me  ill  at  Valencia  ?" 

^^  Yes,  in  a  stifling  room  in  a  noisy  hotel, 
where  no  one  could  understand  a  word  you 
said.  I  was  bound  to  be  at  Genoa  on  a 
certain  day,  and  could  not  leave  you  behind, 
so  between  us  we  got  you  on  board.  You 
have  come  to  vourself  sooner  than  I  expected, 
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the  fine  air  has  done  marvels  for  you,  and 
has  left  little  to  my  skill/' 

'^  What  has  been  wrong  with  me  ?  " 

^^  Well,  a  touch  of  low  fever,  which  some- 
how affected  your  head  more  than  it 
ought." 

^^  I  can  account  for  that,  I  expect  it  is  a 
weak  point  with  me  at  present.  I  got  a 
knock  on  the  head  a  few  months  ago,  and 
although  I  got  over  it  pretty  soon,  I  have 
been  reminded  of  it  several  times  since." 

^^And  then,  by  way  of  d(3ing  yourself 
good,  you  go  and  sit  out  in  the  glaring  sun 
and  nearly  get  a  sunstroke  ?  " 

' '  Well !  it  must  have  done  something  of 
the  kind,  I  suppose." 

^^  Now  you  have  talked  enough  for  one 
time,"  said  Dr.  Gordon,  dogmatically,  '^and 
your  chief  duty  is  to  lie  on  your  back  and 
suck  oranges." 

^^And  sleep,"   added  Geoffrey,   and  in  a 
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few  minutes  had  followed  his  own  prescrip- 
tion. 

Dr.  Gordon  sat  and  looked  at  him  atten- 
tively. It  was,  indeed,  scarcely  surprising 
that  he  had  failed  to  recognise  him.  Instead 
of  a  clean-shaven  face  and  close-cut  hair, 
there  was  now  a  thick  black  beard  and  an 
untidy  crop  of  curls ;  his  complexion,  which 
had  been  pale  almost  to  whiteness,  was  burnt 
by  the  Spanish  sun  to  a  deep  brown ;  and 
the  thinness  of  his  face  made  his  eyes 
unnaturally  large,  and  seemed  to  change 
their  expression.  He  looked  as  if  he  had 
gone  through  trouble  as  well  as  illness,  of 
late ;  and  his  friend,  remembering  his  former 
strength  of  mind  and  body,  regarded  him 
with  kindly  regret. 

Dr.  Gordon  himself  was  a  man  who 
declared  that  he  made  the  enjoyment  of 
life  a  profession,  and  he  stuck  to  it  closely. 
Until   nearly   thirty   he    had   been    a   poor 
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man,  having  expended  the  whole  of  a  small 
capital  on  his  medical  education,  which 
had  been  of  the  best,  and  in  which  he  had 
distinguished  himself;  but  he  hated  the 
routine  of  his  work,  and  when  a  relation 
died  and  left  him  a  considerable  fortune, 
he  at  once  gave  up  his  practice,  and 
indulged  the  desire  of  his  heart  by  buying 
a  yacht,  in  which  he  spent  most  of  his 
time  in  cruising  about  the  Mediterranean. 
He  was  well-known  at  many  Spanish  and 
Italian  ports,  and  had  patients  amongst 
the  English  residents  in  most  of  them — 
entirely  for  his  own  benefit,  according  to 
his  own  account;  for  it  was  part  of  his 
scheme  of  enjoyment  to  do  distasteful 
work  occasionally,  that  the  pleasure  of 
idleness  might  not  pall.  It  was  also  in 
accordance  with  a  theory  that  he  refrained 
from  marrying,  although  lie  had  been 
tempted  to   do  so  several  times.     Marriage 
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was  a  pleasant  possibility  to  contemplate, 
but  he  felt  assured  that  in  reality  he  should 
find  it  prosaic.  When  he  wearied  of  his 
roving  life,  he  intended  to  take  a  year 
or  two  of  hard  work  again,  until  idleness 
became  once  more  a  luxury ;  but  he  was 
afraid  that  a  wife,  and  the  world  on  her 
behalf,  would  find  objections  to  his  treating 
her  in  the  same  way,  and  leaving  her  to 
herself  for  a  time  when  the  pleasure  of  her 
society  grew  a  little  monotonous.  But  he 
much  enjoyed  the  process  which  he  had 
gone  through  several  times,  and  called 
falling  in  love.  WTien  the  matter  threatened 
to  become  serious,  if  the  lady  lived  in 
Spain,  he  straightway  started  for  a  cruise 
as  far  as  Suez,  and  was  absent  for  several 
weeks,  that  he  might  give  himself  the 
pleasure  of  looking  forward  to  seeing  her 
again.  Did  she  live  in  Genoa?  he  went 
to  look  up  an  old  friend  in  Devonshire,  and 
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found  when  lie  came  back  again  that  the 
enchantment  had  passed  away,  and  that, 
besides  having  enjoyed  by  anticipation  all 
the  delight  of  meeting,  he  had  returned 
perfectly  heart  whole. 

He  had  no  scruple  in  indulging  his  fancy 
in  this  manner,  for  he  was  an  unattractive 
man  until  well-known,  and  knew  it,  and 
had  never  yet  had  to  accuse  himself  of 
heartlessness.  His  life — which  according  to 
himself  was  ruled  by  nothing  but  selfish 
motives — was  in  reality  more  than  half  spent 
in  active  benevolence ;  and  when  he  assured 
his  crew,  and  even  Geoffrey,  that  he  had 
taken  him  on  board  entirely  for  his  own 
convenience,  it  was  scarcely  strange  that  he 
was  not  implicitly  believed. 

But,  although  an  intentional  roughness 
of  manner  saved  him  from  praises  and 
thanks,  which  would  have  been  distasteful, 
he  was   capable   of   a  tenderness  and   con- 
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sideration  towards  those  who  were  helpless, 
aud  under  his  care,  which  was  repaid  by 
devoted  friendship.  If  at  forty  he  could 
not  flatter  himself  that  any  woman  had 
given  him  her  whole  heart,  he  was  equally 
conscious  that  there  were  women,  and  men 
too,  who  would  nev^er,  to  the  end  of  their 
lives,  hear  or  speak  his  name  without 
gratitude  and  affection,  which  he  set  above 
all  other  prizes ;  and  in  reasonable  moments 
he  assured  himself  that  such  friendship 
amply  fulfilled  the  demands  of  his  sym- 
pathies. It  was  to  soothe  the  sorrow^ 
of  a  young  wife,  and  lighten  the 
sufferings  of  her  slowly  dying  husband, 
that  he  was  hastening  back  to  Genoa, 
according  to  promise,  judging  that  the  slight 
risk  Geoffrey  Poland  might  run  was  not  to 
be  considered  in  comparison  with  the  comfort 
and  confidence  his  presence  could  give  to 
the  watcher  and  the  sufferer.     And  this  was 
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but  one  out  of  many  instances,  although 
even  here  he  took  pains  to  assure  himself 
that  the  chief  motive  for  his  hurried  return 
was  his  own  desire  to  see  whether,  after  a 
month's  absence,  a  certain  lady  retained  her 
hold  upon  his  fancy.  It  was  almost 
evening  when  Geoffrey  awoke  again,  and 
found  himself  carefully  sheltered  and  covered 
up  from  the  cooler  air,  while  Dr.  Gordon  sat 
smoking  his  pipe  beside  him. 

^'  I  am  better,''  he  said,  raising  himself  on 
his  arm,  and  looking  round  him  with  a  sense 
of  having  lost  his  senses  for  an  immeasurable 
time,  and  having  now  entirely  recovered  them. 

^^Yes,"  answered  his  friend,  ''but  don't 
talk,  food  is  the  first  requisite."  And 
Geoffrey,  feeling  that  he  owed  perfect 
obedience,  said  no  more.  But  a  little  later 
he  chose  to  assert  himself. 

''  You  have  told  me  how  you  found  me 
and  brought  me  on   board,  Gordon ;  but  I 
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want  to  know  what  sort  of  state  I  have  been 
in  since,  and  for  how  many  days  I  have  lost 
consciousness  ?  " 

^'  You  have  been  under  my  care  three 
days." 

"  Have  I  been  talking  nonsense  ?"  asked 
Geoffrey,  with  sudden  distressing  appre- 
hension. 

Dr.  Gordon  smiled.  '^  You  have  talked 
a  good  deal,  but  far  be  it  from  me  to  say 
that  it  was  nonsense." 

^^  That  means  that  I  have  made  an 
absolute  fool  of  myself,"  said  Geoffrey,  with 
irritation. 

''  Not  at  all,  my  dear  fellow.  I  hold  that 
occasionally  the  ravings  of  delirium  contain 
more  meaning  than  the  utterances  of  so- 
called  sense.  I  at  least  imagined  that  I 
could  trace  a  certain  coherence  in  your 
mutterings,  although  the  clue,  of  course,  was 
wanting." 
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"  Did  I  mention  names  ?  " 

^^Yes,  often." 

^^  Gordon  !  you  are  only  trying  me.  You 
will  do  me  infinitely  less  harm  by  telling  me 
at  once  the  particular  form  of  my  folly." 

''  There  were  two  names  often  on  your 
lips,  one — the  least  frequent — was  uttered 
with  protests  against  its  power  being  more 
than  passing  ;  the  other  was  generally  accom- 
panied by  an  assurance  that  some  offence, 
to  me  unknown,  was  of  trivial  character, 
and  might  well  be  pardoned  by  the  lady, 
Laura,  who  seems  to  hold  the  strings  of 
your  life." 

Geoffrey  lay  silent  for  a  few  minutes. 
^^  Thank  you,  Gordon,"  he  said  at  last.  ^^My 
conscious  moments  confirm  the  impression 
you  have  gained.  I  will  talk  no  more  to- 
night, if  you  please  ;  but  I  believe  my  sleep 
will  be  sound  and  healing." 
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DR.    GORDON. 

''  I  HAVE  business  which  calls  me  ashore 
to-day,  Poland,"  said  Dr.  Gordon,  appearing 
in  Geoffrey's  cabin  the  next  morning.  "■  In 
half  an  hour  we  shall  have  anchored  off 
Genoa,  and  as  soon  as  I  have  seen  you 
established  on  deck  I  shall  be  off.  I  may 
be  detained  several  hours,  but  my  boy  Tom 
will  look  after  you  like  a  woman." 

"  Yes,"  answered  Geoffrey,  lazily.  ''  Don't 
trouble  yourself  about  me ;  I  shall  be  more 
than  content — 

*With  half-shut  ejes  ever  to  seem 
Falling  asleep  in  a  half  dream  ! '  " 
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^^  Dream  away,  my  dear  fellow,  as  long  as 
you  dou't — 

'  Lend  your  heart  and  spirit  wholly 

To  the  influence  of  mild-minded  melancholy  ; 

To  muse  and  brood  and  live  again  in  memory.'  " 

''  It  won't  do  me  any  harm,"  answered 
Geoffrey.  '^In  fact,  it  is  a  necessity.  The 
whole  object  of  my  being  away  from 
England  is — ^  to  live  again  in  memory,' 
until  I  have  determined  how  big  or  little  a 
part  in  my  life  such  memories  should  take.' 

^^  Ah,  well !  you  will  perhaps  tell  me  some- 
thing about  it  by-and-by,"  said  Dr.  Gordon, 
with  affected  lightness,  feeling  that  his  cure 
could  never  be  complete  while  some  unex- 
plained puzzle  was  weighing  on  his  brain, 
and  having  no  scruple  aboat  prying  into 
personal  matters  when  it  was  for  the  good 
of  his  patient. 

An  hour  later  Geoffrey  was  lying  quietly 
on  deck,  projDped  upon  luxurious  cushions, 
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sheltered  from  sun  and  wind  by  a  carefully 
adjusted  awning,  and  within  full  view  of 
Genoa  and  its  harbour,  its  churches  and 
palaces,  its  background  of  rocky  hill  sides, 
fortress  crowned,  with  the  further  range  of 
Apennines  beyond.  He  admired  and  en- 
joyed it  immensely,  but  being  in  a  some- 
what unhealthy  state  of  mind,  he  set  to 
work  to  analyse  his  enjoyment,  instead  of 
taking  it  as  it  came  and  being  glad  of  it. 

It  was  beautiful — far  more  beautiful  than 
he  had  imagined  it  could  be — this  wonderful 
city,  hung  midway  between  blue  sky  and 
bluer  sea,  bathed  in  sunshine  and  glorified 
in  distance.  A  city  to  di-eam  of,  to  lie 
awake  at  night  and  remember  when  London 
fogs  came  through  windows  and  shutters 
and  clogged  one's  throat.  A  city  to  which 
one  longed  to  bring  a  second  self,  and  watch 
the  awakening  admiration,  the  kindling 
enthusiasm    which    would    bring   back   the 
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glory  of  one's  own  first  pleasure  with  the 
newly  added  joy  of  a  perfect  sympathy. 

Having  decided  that  this  sympathy  was  a 
necessity,  he  could  not  refrain  from  going 
back  to  the  old  puzzle  of  where  he  should 
find  it.  A  year  before  he  would  have  said 
'^  nowhere  ;  "  six  months  ago  he  would  have 
wondered  if  the  spoiled  darling  of  her  father 
and  her  many  friends  had  had  '^  all  the  soul 
pampered  out  of  her,"  or  whether  the  clear 
mind  and  generous  heart  had  stayed  fresh 
and  unspoiled  through  it  all,  and  capable  of 
giving  that  free  full  sympathy  he  craved  ; 
but  to-day  he  believed — almost  with 
certainty,  and  rejoiced  in  believing — that 
it  was  Laura  alone  whose  company  he 
coveted. 

All  tln-ough  these  long  months  he  had 
wavered,  not  for  his  own  sake  but  for  hers. 
He  would  not  go  back  to  her  until  he  could 
say  with  a  truth,  which  neither  she  nor  he 
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could  doubt,  that  he  wanted  her  to  be  with 
him  through  all  his  life.  He  did  not  any- 
longer  doubt  it  himself,  but  he  could  as  yet 
see  no  way  of  proving  his  truth  to  her. 
He  had  been  ill,  and  idle,  and  miserable, 
ever  since  he  had  parted  from  her ;  he  could 
urge  nothing  on  his  own  behalf ;  he  had  not 
one  pretension  to  bring  before  her  father, 
not  one  claim  on  his  confidence.  How 
could  he  venture  to  go  to  him,  and  ask  to 
take  a  daughter  from  his  house  ?  How 
could  he  presume  to  match  his  little  fortune 
— which  hardly  more  than  supported  him- 
self— against  her  ten  thousand  pounds  ? 

It  was  true  that  the  luxurious  home  he 
should  be  asking  her  to  leave  had  never  been 
a  happy  one.  She  had  pined  and  fretted 
there,  had  been  neglected  and  disliked ;  but 
she  did  not  know  the  meaning  of  poverty,, 
and  it  should  not  be  his  task  to  teach  her. 

But  somehow  to-day  his  brain  felt  clearer.. 
VOL. in.  c 
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his  mind  stronger  than  it  had  been  for 
months.  Perhaps  the  warm,  languid  air  of 
the  Spanish  towns  in  which  he  had  been 
lingering  had  overcome  his  strength,  and 
had  been  partly  responsible  for  the  almost 
hopeless  depression  and  lack  of  energy  from 
which  he  had  suffered;  perhaps  the  cure 
at  Blithefield  had  not  been  so  complete  as 
it  had  seemed,  and  the  dulness  of  his  brain 
had  been  due  to  physical  causes  while  he 
had  been  calling  himself  ^^an  idle  fool," 
and  had  assured  himself  over  and  over  again 
that  if  he  was  worthy  of  the  name  of  a  man 
he  should  never  ap]3ear  before  Laura  until 
he  had  in  some  way  proved  himself  worthy 
of  her.  But  to-day  clouds  and  gloom  and 
self-distrust  rolled  away  as  if  by  magic ; 
to-day  it  was  possible  yet  to  be  of  some 
account  in  the  world,  and  have  something 
to  offer  which  a  woman  need  not  despise. 
Perhaps    it    was     clear    air    and    returning 
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health,  perhaps  it  was  Grordon's  wholesome 
society — it  mattered  little.  To-day  life  held 
possibilities  for  him  of  which  he  would 
strain  every  energy  to  avail  himself,  and 
then — but  not  until  then — he  would  have  a 
right  to  see  Laura  again. 

^'  Your  lonely  day — about  which  I  have 
suffered  some  self-reproach — has  done  you 
no  harm,  Poland,"  said  his  friend,  when  he 
returned  late  in  the  evening,  and  had  looked 
at  him  critically. 

"  No ;  on  the  contrary,  my  own  society 
has  been  the  best.  I  had  some  accounts  to 
settle  with  myself  before  I  was  fit  for  much 
talk;  but  I  have  got  them  pretty  clear  now, 
clear  enough  to  warrant  my  laying  them 
before  you — when  you  have  time  and  inch- 
nation  to  give  me  a  helping  hand." 

'^  To-morrow,  Poland,  with  all  my  heart ! 
To-night  I  bar  much  talking ;  you  are 
scarcely  a  giant  in  strength  yet,  nor  have  I 
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a  clear  mind  to  give  you.  I  have  had  a 
trying  day,  which  is  against  my  principles 
and  takes  me  some  time  to  recover." 

With  a  gesture  of  impatience  and  disgust 
he  flung  his  half-smoked  cigar  over  the 
yacht's  side,  and  starting  up  took  a  turn  or 
two  up  and  down  the  deck. 

''  But  yet  you  find  a  certain  sort  of 
pleasure  in  your  distress  and  disquietude," 
said  Geoffrey,  after  a  pause,  during  which  he 
had  been  observing  his  companion  carefully. 

'^  How  do  you  know  ?  " 

^^Well,  there  is  an  elasticity  about  you; 
you  looked  troubled  but  not  weighed  down  ; 
you  have  suffered  to-day,  but  there  has  been 
an  excitement  in  your  pain  which  has  been 
almost  pleasure,  and  must  have  been  the 
result  of  some  unselfish  action." 

^^  Thank  j^ou  for  the  compliment !  I  will 
give  an  account  of  my  day  if  you  like,  and 
you  may  judge  how  far  I  have  deserved  it." 
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^^  Just  what  I  should  like — if  you  will 
allow  me  a  pipe,  doctor,"  answered  Geoffrey, 
settling  himself  comfortably  amongst  the 
cushions ;  and  after  proper  professional 
hesitation  Dr.  Gordon  allowed  the  indul- 
gence and  began. 

'^I  came  back  here  last  night  according 
to  promise,  to  see  a  young  fellow  to  whom 
I  had  allowed  two  months  of  life  at  the 
utmost,  and  he  and  his  charming  little  wife 
knew  it.  I  find  I  made  a  mistake  and 
should  have  given  him  three,  which  means 
so  many  more  days  of  happiness  for  him — 
for  he  does  not  suffer — of  watching  and 
unreasoning  hope  for  her — for,  poor  child ! 
she  will  not  despair — and  of  anxiety  and 
attention  from  me,  which  is  against  my 
theories  and  upsets  my  calculations." 

^'  And  affords  you  much  unselfish  satisfac- 
tion, "interrupted  Geoffrey. 

''  I  am  glad  to  hear  it,  but  it  is  of  a  nature 
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too  subtle  for  me  to  have  discovered  it. 
However,  I  have  yet  only  told  you  half  my 
day's  work.  This  is  the  other :  I  went  to 
see  a  girl  from  whom  I  parted  two  months 
ago,  thinking  she  might  be  the  pivot  on  which 
my  life  would  turn.  I  come  back  and  find 
her  an  immovable  finger-post  pointing  to- 
wards the  Church  of  Rome.  I  was  implored 
by  despairing  relatives  to  try  my  influence, 
and  did  so  ;  it  had  formerly  been  great,  but 
Father  Peter,  Paul,  or  Silas  had  been  before- 
hand, and  my  possible  bride  had  sworn  to  be 
the  bride  of  heaven.  You  say  that  I  am 
pleasantly  excited,  Poland ;  if  so,  it  is  with 
the  excitement  of  relief  that  I  have  been 
delivered  from  a  life-long  bondage  to  that 
woman's  narrow  soul."  He  took  several 
turns  up  and  down  before  Geoffrey  spoke 
again. 

^^You    have   had   a   rough    day's    work, 
Gordon,  but  you  have  made  something  out 
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of  it,  if  I  know  you  right.  You  have  been  a 
tower  of  strength  to  that  sorrowful  pair, 
and  a  strong — although  at  present  it  seems 
unavailing  —  protest  against  a  misguided 
woman's  bigotry." 

'^  Yes,  perhaps  I  may  have  been  all  that; 
but  I  have  gone  against  my  principles  and 
have  been  distressed  over  it,"  answered 
Gordon,  with  a  forced  laugh.  '^  And  now, 
my  dear  fellow,  for  your  benefit  and  my 
own,  I  will  say  good-night ;  we  shall  both  be 
the  better  for  a  rest." 

But  when  Geoffrey  awoke  from  his  first 
sleep,  an  hour  or  two  later,  he  fancied  he 
could  detect  his  friend's  footsteps  in  the 
restless  tread  he  heard  on  deck,  as  if  he  had 
chosen  to  keep  the  watch,  in  despair  of 
finding  the  rest  he  needed. 

^'You  will  be  content  to  remain  on  board 
for  a  day  or  two,  Poland  ? "  asked  Gordon 
the  next  morning,  when  Geoffrey  had  taken 
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him  by  surprise,  and,  although  pale  and 
weak,  had  appeared  at  the  breakfast- table. 

^'You  have  treated  me  as  your  child  by 
adoption,  but  there  is  such  a  thing  as  out- 
running one's  welcome,"  answered  Geoffrey. 
"  I  imagine  that  my  right  course  would  be  to 
go  ashore,  and  stay  at  some  quiet  hotel  until 
I  am  able  to  travel." 

^'  Yes,  and  by  way  of  a  cure  sit  and  boil 
your  brains  in  the  burning  sun  until  there  is 
not  a  halfpenny  to  choose  between  you  and 
a  lunatic !  Well,  my  friend,  do  it  if  you 
please;  I  am  scarcely  at  peace  with  the 
world  to-day,  and  a  quarrel  or  two  more  or 
less  wont  count  for  much  in  making  up  the 
score." 

^'  Perhaps  if  you  are  in  that  humour  I  had 
better  stay  for  a  day  or  two  as  a  safety-valve. 
I  am  not  of  much  account  at  present ;  but  if  I 
can  save  the  rest  of  your  world  from  a  blow 
up    it    may    be    worth    while,"    suggested 
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Geoffrey,  who  was  longing  for  a  few  days 
more  of  ease  and  peace. 

*^  Perhaps,  when  one  comes  to  think  of  it, 
it  may  be ;  suppose  we  leave  the  question 
until  further  notice." 

'^All  right,"  said  Geoffrey,  and  found 
Kttle  difficulty  in  settling  down  contentedly 
to  another  lonely  day. 
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CHAPTER  III. 

WHICH  ? 

"  To  wear  out  heart,  and  nerves,  and  brain, 
And  give  oneself  a  world  of  pain  ; 
Be  eager,  angry,  fierce  and  hot, 
Imperious,  supple — God  knows  what, 
For  what's  all  one  to  have  or  not." 

^'  That  has  been  my  sort  of  work  to-day, 
Poland,"  said  Gordon,  coming  back  late  in 
the  evening,  and  sitting  down  wearily  in  a 
large  swinging  chair  by  Geoffrey's  side. 
^^  Good  heavens  !  it  has  been  a  hard  task 
to  persuade  a  dying  man,  with  a  flicker  of 
life  in  him,  not  to  make  plans  which  break 
his  wife's  heart !  and  then  to  go  from  them 
to  convince  a  pretty  narrow-minded  girl, 
who  has  been  petted  all  her  life,  that  her  fit 
of  religious  fervour  is  only  a  passing  craze ! 
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I  seemed  to  gain  my  end  in  both  cases,  but 
of  course  I  can't  expect  that  my  influence 
lasted  beyond  the  moment.  But  now  I  have 
had  enough  of  myself,  and  it  will  be  good 
for  me,  and  for  you  too,  if  you  will  give  me 
a  dose  of  your  affairs." 

Geoffrey  was  silent  for  a  minute  or  two, 
and  looked  out  over  the  sea  with  his  head 
raised  on  his  hand. 

*^  The  moving  cause  of  my  being  here  just 
now,"  he  said  at  length,  ^'is  that  I  was 
fool  enough  to  bestow  the  valuable  gift  of 
my  affections  on  two  women  at  the  same 
time,  Avithout  being  able  to  decide  whether 
my  passion  for  one,  which  was  the  maddest 
folly,  was  an  unpardonable  treason  to  the 
other,  whom  I  might  hope  to  make  the 
companion  of  my  life,  which  even  in  my 
most  insane  moments  I  anxiously  desired." 

'^An    awkward    position!"  said   Gordon, 
smilinof  a  little.     ^^  Were  thev  friends  ?  " 
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'^  They  are  sisters." 

*' Worse  and  worse!  Are  you  going  to 
tell  me  more?'' 

^^  YeSj  a  great  deal  more;  but  I  warn  you 
that  I  have  no  intention  of  stating  the  matter 
fairly.  You  shall  have  the  entire  benefit  of 
my  prejudiced  point  of  view,  and  you  can 
make  what  you  please  of  it." 

^^  All  right;  'minds  diseased'  are  as  much 
in  my  line  as  bodies,  and  after  having 
listened  to  you  for  a  night  or  two,  I  am 
prepared  to  find  that  you  are  not  altogether 
sane  on  this  subject." 

Geoffrey  laughed.  ''I  have  no  occasion 
to  fear  that  you  will  be  sentimentally 
indulgent,  I  know.  No  doubt,  a  good  bitter 
dose  of  truth  and  common-sense  is  what  I 
want." 

^^  What  you  want  is  to  state  your  case 
concisely.  I  shall  allow  no  more  talking  than 
necessary." 
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^'  Last  spring,"  Geoffrey  began,  '^  I  was 
dragged  down,  much  to  my  disgust,  to  stay 
at  a  country  house  to  meet  a  family  party 
assembled  to  do  honour  to  the  birthday  of 
an  heiress  and  spoiled  darling.  I  was  sick 
of  her  praises  beforehand,  and,  being  pre- 
judiced, began  with  more  than  a  little 
aversion,  and,  at  first  I  believe  from  con- 
trariety, I  gave  all  my  attention  to  another 
daughter  of  the  house,  who  seemed  neglected 
and  even  disliked  by  every  one,  and  who, 
I  must  confess,  was  on  first  acquaintance  un- 
prepossessing ;  but  she  interested  me  at 
once,  and  I  took  trouble  to  get  on  with 
her,  even  before  an  accident  threw  us  much 
together.  It  so  fell  out  that  I  was  the 
means  of  saving  the  heiress  from  danger,  if 
not  death,  and  got  a  blow  on  the  head  for 
my  pains.  I  was  bad  enough  for  a  few 
days  I  believe,  and  my  friend,  Laura, 
came  to  me  as  a  saving  angel,  understood 
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my  wishes  without  a  word,  sat  silent  or 
talked  as  seemed  good  to  me,  kept  out  the 
rest  of  the  family  with  their  gratitude,  and, 
perhaps  best  of  all,  gave  me  in  herself  a 
most  interesting  subject  for  study.  Of 
course  it  was  the  old  story — '  Juxtaposition 
is  great ' — but  it  was  something  better  than 
that.  I  felt  a  reverence  for  the  girl's 
ignorance  and  helplessness.  I  could  see 
that  her  faults  were  those  of  training,  to 
begin  with  ;  self-fostered,  as  she  grew  older, 
from  the  consciousness  of  the  small  account 
in  which  she  was  held  in  a  family  of 
handsome,  clever  sisters.  I  had  fancied 
myself  above  the  usual  weaknesses  of 
mankind,  and  had  believed  that  if  I  ever  did 
choose  a  companion  for  life  it  would  be 
a  woman  whom  my  clearest  judgment  should 
thoroughly  approve  ;  and  behold  !  instead,  I 
wished  to  take  to  myself  an  unformed, 
uneducated  girl !     Well,  I  will  say  no  more 
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about  her — perhaps  one  day  you  will  see 
her,  and  be  one  of  the  few  who  can  detect 
her  charm.  After  three  weeks  of  daily 
intercourse  I  got  well  and  left  her,  intending 
to  test  the  strength  of  my  regard  before 
speaking  to  her ;  but  I  did  not  entirely  carry 
out  my  wise  resolutions — at  any  rate,  I  gave 
her  to  understand  that  I  should  come  back 
to  her.  So  far,  however,  all  was  well,  until 
— as  the  perversity  of  fate  would  have  it — I 
was  immediately  after  thrown  into  the 
company  of  her  sister,  the  heiress,  whose 
life  I  had  saved.  She  was  beautiful,  she 
was  charming,  she  was  determined  to  please, 
and — truth  will  out,  Gordon — I  was  dazzled. 
Any  fool  knows  that  the  moon  is  beyond 
his  reach,  and  I  never  had  one  flattering 
hope ;  but  I  felt  that  I  had  forfeited  my 
right  to  Laura  until  this  insane  fancy  had 
passed  away,  and  I  wrote  and  told  her  so 
— whether  wisely  or  not  is   open  to  doubt 
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from  some  points  of  view ;  but  I  believe  in 
honesty  on  big  occasions — in  minor  matters 
the  ^  tangled  web '  often  pays  best.  Well, 
I  have  been  wandering  about  the  country 
for  the  last  seven  or  eight  months,  wondering 
whether  my  folly  was  cured,  and  whether, 
with  a  clear  conscience,  I  could  ask  Laura 
to  marry  me  as  soon  as  I  have  a  home  to 
offer  her.  But  I  think  my  brain  has  been 
dull,  Gordon — at  least  this  decision  has  been 
beyond  me,  lost  in  the  mists  of  doubt  until 
yesterday.  Since  then  the  air  has  cleared. 
I  can  think;  I  can  judge;  I  can  find  the 
way  about  in  my  own  mind  since  then, 
I  believe  you  have  saved  more  of  me  than 
you  know." 

^'Now,  am  I  to  give  advice?"  asked 
Gordon,  a  few  minutes  after  Geoffrey  had 
ceased  speaking. 

^^Yes." 

'^  Go  home  to  Lady  Laura,   and  ask  her 
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boldly  what  she  thmks  of  you.  But  as  you 
can't  get  there  just  in  a  hurry,  spend  your 
leisure  in  devising  a  means  for  earning  her 
bread." 

^^  Excellent  advice !  "  answered  Geoffrey , 
'^  But  you  have  not  considered  the  incal. 
culable  folly  of  human  nature.  Wliat  if, 
when  I  see  them  both  again,  the  old  con- 
temptible glamour  overpowers  my  reason, 
and  I  sacrifice  my  life's  companion  for  the 
witchery  of  a  beautiful  face  ?  " 

Gordon  shrugged  his  shoulders.  ^^  Of 
course,  one  can't  quite  provide  against  that 
or  any  other  aberration  of  intellect.  It  is 
a  pity  you  can't  decide  without  bringing 
the  vexed  question  before  either  of  them. 
Look  at  them  from  a  safe  distance,  for 
instance,  if  the  testimony  of  your  eyes  is 
sufficient — and  really,  my  dear  fellow,  I 
don't  see  why  you  shouldn't  ! — I  venture 
to  predict  that  if  you  were  to  show  yourself 
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at  tlieir  home,  neither  one  nor  the  other — 
know  you  intimately  as  they  may—would 
recognise  in  the  browned,  bearded — may  I 
say  ruffian  for  the  sake  of  turning  my 
sentence  ?  ~  the  clean-shaven,  carefully- 
apparelled  gentleman  of  their  former  ac- 
quaintance. Keep  yourself  as  you  are, 
and  you  may  safely  defy  recognition  and 
make  up  your  mind  at  your  leisure." 

Geoffrey  laughed.     ^^  Scarcely  a  justifiable 
advantage  to  take,"  he  said. 

'^  I  don't  see  it.  Of  course  it  is  a  confes- 
sion to  yourself  of  your  own  weakness,  but 
you  don't  go  telling  the  world  of  it.  A  few 
years  hence  in  a  confidential  moment  you 
may  speak  of  it  to  your  wife ;  but  she  will 
probably  regard  it  as  an  act  of  sentimental 
devotion,  and  will  have  little  disposition  to 
resent  it.  If  matter  continues  to  triumph 
over  mind,  and  the  pretty  face  puts  the 
kindred  spirit  at  a  discount,  it  is  as  well  that 
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you  should  know  it ;  there  is  no  good  to  your- 
self or  any  one  else  in  moving  about  the 
world  in  a  state  of  doubt." 

"  Your  doses  of  good  sense  are  somewhat 
bitter,  doctor ;  but  I  need  the  tonic,  and  you 
have  mixed  with  it  a  spice  of  fizzing  excite- 
ment which  will  make  it  go  down  more 
easily." 

'^  Well,  I  am  rather  taken  with  my  own 
idea,"  said  Gordon  complacently ;  ^^  but  it  is 
crude  enough  at  present,  and  will  give  work 
for  your  idle  days  to  bring  it  into  form. 
Now  for  another  cigarette,  and  then  to  bed." 

Left  alone  again  the  next  morning, 
Geoffrey  found  that  there  was  indeed  plenti- 
ful occupation  for  his  thoughts  for  many  idle 
days.  Gordon's  suggestion  had  made  it 
possible  for  him  to  see  Laura  again  and  judge 
of  his  own  strength,  which  he  had  been 
wishing  to  do  with  a  persistency  which 
refused  to  be  crushed  by  the  apparent  hope- 
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lessness  of  the  case.     It  was  impossible  that 
he  could  show  himself  openly  at  Blithefield 
until  he  was  certain  of  his  own  mind.     He 
could  scarcely  go  to  Mr.  Hilton,  and  say,  ''  I 
believe  I  love  your  daughter,  and  wish  to 
marry  her,  but  I  am  not  quite  sure  ;  will  you 
have  any  objection  to  our  further  acquaint- 
ance ?     I  have  nothing  to  speak  of  for  us  to 
live  upon,  but  I  daresay  I  shall  earn  some- 
thing some  day ; "  and,  speaking  plainly,  this 
was  exactly  his  position.     Gordon's  advice 
was  only  the  plainest  common- sense  when 
he  suggested  the  necessity  of  devising  means 
of  earning  bread  before  asking  any  woman 
to  marry  him  ;  and  although  he  had  supposed 
himself   to    be    considering   the   matter   for 
many   months  past,  he   was  conscious  now 
that  it  had  only  been  in  the  most  desultory 
fashion  ;   and  with   the  new  vigour    of   re- 
turning healtli  he  felt  a  profound  contempt 
for  his  long-continued  inaction. 
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He  must  settle  on  a  definite  line  of  life 
before  he  could  venture  to  present  himself 
before  Laura  ;  and  although  five  years  ago  he 
had  given  up  his  place  in  the  Foreign  Office, 
thinking  the  drudgery  unbearably  irksome, 
he  now  felt  that  idleness  was  equally  tedious, 
more  especially  as  it  brought  with  it,  as  a 
necessary  consequence,  a  denial  of  his  right 
to  ask  any  woman  to  share  his  poverty — 
more  especially  one  who,  like  Lam^a,  would 
come  to  him  with  money  in  her  hand. 

Although  he  had  thrown  away  his  best 
chance,  he  still  had  friends  at  headquarters, 
and  he  resolved  to  lose  no  time  in  applying 
to  them  for  any  post,  however  undesirable, 
which  would  give  him  a  prospect  of  earn- 
ing at  no  distant  time  an  income  sufficient  to 
warrant  his  asking  Laura's  father  to  allow 
an  engagement  between  them,  which  was, 
for  the  present,  the  utmost  he  could  hope 
for.       He   had    spoken  to  Gordon  of  being 
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still  in  uncertainty,  and  of  a  doubt  of  his 
own  strength  of  mind  when  he  was 
brought  face  to  face  with  the  sisters 
again,  but  in  reality  he  felt  little  fear. 
He  thought  he  would,  however,  adopt  his 
friend's  suggestion,  and  taking  advantage 
of  his  altered  appearance,  would  visit 
Blithefield  in  secret,  and  put  his  constancy 
to  the  test  before  speaking  to  Laura  or 
her  father ;  but  even  this  should  be 
deferred  until  he  could  give  some  guess 
at  his  future  prospects,  and  not  another 
hour  should  be  wasted  in  idle  dreams 
and  wishes  when  there  was  so  much  to 
be  done  before  his  character  could  be 
redeemed. 

'^  These  are  the  fruits  of  your  advice  and 
my  own  cogitations,"  he  said  that  evening, 
handing  Grordon  a  number  of  letters 
addressed  to  men  in  authority.  '^  I  have 
humbled    myself    and     asked    for     favours 
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which  I  once  despised;  but  the  sort  of 
pride  which  niight  have  stood  in  my  way 
has  gone  out  of  me,  and  I  can  be  content 
at  first  with  an  opportunity  of  showing 
that  I  mean  work." 

''  I  think  you  will  do  now,"  said 
Gordon  shortly.  ^'  To-morrow  I  will  take 
you  ashore  for  a  little  change  of  scene 
and  society." 
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CHAPTER     IV. 

DIFFICULTIES. 

The  few  weeks  which  Mr.  Hilton  had 
expected  to  spend  at  St.  Leonards 
lengthened  into  months  before  the  doctors 
considered  him  equal  to  the  long  journey 
back  to  Blithefield ;  and  it  was  not  until 
the  frost  and  snow  of  a  hard  winter  had 
disappeared,  and  February  had  brought, 
towards  its  close,  a  few  warm  days  of 
spring  promise,  that  he  was  allowed  to 
return. 

Irksome  and  trying  as  it  had  been  to 
him  to  be  absent  so  long  from  home,  to 
Edith  it  had  been  more  painful  still.  Ever 
since  Janet's   marriage,  which  had  brought 
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the  inheritance  do^Ti  to  her,  Blithefield 
^had  been  the  centre  of  her  life.  That 
she,  and  she  alone,  could  be  its  worthy 
possessor  had  been  daily  instilled  into  her 
mind  by  her  father ;  that  she,  and  she 
only,  tlirough  his  training  and  guidance, 
could  carry  out  his  schemes  and  rule 
according  to  his  laws,  had  been  a  creed 
almost  as  strong  as  religion ;  and  yet 
now,  when  she  had  done  her  best  to  fulfil 
her  duty,  certainly  it  had  not  been  a  hard 
one  although  it  had  absorbed  the  greater 
part  of  her  thoughts,  she  was  set  aside, 
and  her  father,  through  a  long  unexpressed 
yearning  for  a  son,  had  put  Bernard  in 
her  place.  It  was  hard  upon  her,  she 
thought,  very  hard  !  Was  it  for  this  that 
she  had  toiled  through  pages  of  accounts, 
that  she  had  given  her  mind  to  rotation  of 
crops,  thinnings  of  woods,  and  rearing  of 
cattle  ?    which   if   not   necessary   were    un- 
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deniably  dull ;  while  in  matters  in  which 
she  could  have  interested  herself  heart 
and  soulj  she  had  been  checked  by  the 
objection  which  she  was  unable  to  answer — 
''  My  dear,  I  cannot  allow  you  to  pauperise 
the  labourers;  they  have  good  wages  and 
should  learn  to  live  upon  them.  Of  course, 
in  cases  of  sickness  you  should  supply 
them  with  necessaries ;  but  in  ordinary 
times  it  is  our  duty  to  teach  them  to 
provide  for  themselves."  And  as  this  was 
no  difficult  matter  under  a  master  whose 
actions  were  as  liberal  as  his  expressed 
principles  were  rigid,  she  found  herself 
left  with  little  to  say.  But  as  she  grew 
older,  in  her  own  mind  she  rebelled 
against  the  creed  in  which  she  had  been 
nourished,  at  first  with  a  shamefaced 
consciousness  of  treachery  to  her  father's 
training,  until  she  went  up  to  town 
and     learned     a     little      of     the     world's 
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opinion,  by  listaning  to  divers  conver- 
sations held  in  Mrs.  Mathewson's  drawing- 
room.  The  scorn  in  Geoffrey  Poland's 
voice  when  he  commented  on  the  idea 
of"  duty  which  left  men  in  midisturbed 
enjoyment  of  pickled  pork  and  muddy  beer 
— without  a  thought  beyond  them — had 
roused  her  to  a  wholesome,  if  j^ainful,  con- 
sideration of  her  own  views  on  the  subject, 
and  of  the  line  which  she  should  think  right 
to  take  when  the  responsibility  of  guiding 
the  daily  lives  of  men,  women,  and  children 
should  fall  upon  her.  And  yet  now,  when 
she  had  awakened  to  a  fuller  knowledge  of 
her  powers  and  duties,  authority  was  taken 
from  her  and  given  into  hands  which  she 
was  forced  to  admit  were  more  capable  than 
her  own.  That  it  should  be  given  to 
Bernard,  the  man  of  all  others  whom  her 
father  would  choose  for  his  son,  was  of 
course  a   matter  over   wliich    she   ought  to 
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rejoice  ungrudgingly;  but  she  could  not. 
She  was  filled  with  a  youthful,  imperious 
love  of  power,  the  natural  outcome  of  her 
training  ;  it  had  been  held  up  before  her  for 
years  as  her  future  reward ;  and  now,  when 
she  felt  herself  equal  to  its  possession,  she 
was  set  aside ! 

"  Kule,  my  darling,"  her  father  would 
have  said,  ^^but  rule  in  everything  by  your 
husband's  guidance ; "  and  she  felt  that  she 
must  rebel  against  it  with  painful  and 
passionate  rebellion. 

But  through  it  all  she  felt  no  resentment 
against  Bernard.  No,  she  rather  thought 
of  him  with  a  contradictory  sort  of  regret. 
How  well  he  would  have  advised  her  if  the 
case  had  not  been  his  own  !  How  clearly 
he  would  have  seen  every  difficulty !  How 
fully  she  could  have  trusted  his  opinion  ! 
Thus  she  felt  through  the  long  months 
they  were  forced  to  spend  at  St  Leonards, 
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and  her  father  often  remarked  with  uneasi- 
ness that  she  was  restless  and  dispirited. 
Once — fancying  that  she  was  fretting  for 
home — he  suggested  that  she  should  change 
places  with  Janet  and  return  to  Blithefield 
for  a  week  or  two ;  but  she  refused,  smiling 
a  little  to  herself  at  his  complete  miscom- 
prehension. How  could  she  go  back  as 
mistress  while  Bernard  was  there  as  master 
in  everything  but  name  ?  Then  Mr.  Hilton, 
imagining  it  would  give  her  pleasure,  wrote 
without  consulting  her,  and  asked  Bernard 
to  come  and  stay  with  them  for  a  few  days, 
and  tell  them  how  everything  was  going  on 
more  fully  than  was  possible  by  letter ;  but 
he  excused  himself,  saying  that  he  was  too 
much  occupied  just  then,  having  been  made 
a  magistrate,  and  put  on  the  committee 
of  the  county  Agricultural  Society,  and 
altogether  made  to  feel  himself  a  man  of 
importance ;  but  in  reality  knowing  that  it 
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would  not  be  at  all  agreeable  to  Edith  to 
hear  hhn  talk  with  the  familiarity  of  months 
of  authority  of  all  the  details  of  her  home 
surromidings. 

Mr.  Hilton  was  disappointed,  but  put  it 
down  as  another  mark  of  the  high  principle 
and  trustworthiness  which  he  so  much  valued 
in  him,  and  was  consoled  by  finding  that 
Edith,  to  whom  he  had  sj^oken  of  his  invita- 
tion as  soon  as  it  was  sent,  did  not  take  the 
refusal  at  all  amiss,  and  appeared  neither 
offended  nor  regretful. 

They  had  the  advantage  of  Mary  Verney's 
society  during  the  greater  part  of  the  winter, 
for  her  wedding  had  almost  of  necessity 
been  put  off  for  a  few  months.  The  tenant 
of  the  house  in  town  which  Richard  had 
taken,  and  to  which  he  had  hoped  to  bring 
home  his  wife  at  Christmas,  was  seized  with 
a  dangerous  and  lingering  illness,  which 
made   it  impossible   for  him  to  be  moved ; 
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and  the  idea  of  furnished  lodgings  for  an 
indefinite  time  was  so  disagreeable  to  both 
of  them  that  they  agreed  to  wait,  with  all 
the  patience  they  could  muster,  until  things 
came  right ;  and  when  at  last  the  sick  man 
got  better,  and  the  house  was  at  their  com- 
mand, they  were  persuaded  to  put  off  the 
marriage  for  a  few  weeks  longer  until  the 
Hiltons  could  return  to  Blithefield,  and  the 
wedding,  as  originally  intended  could  take 
place  from  there. 

Mr.  Hilton  had  consented,  before  leaving 
home,  to  trust  Laura  entirely  into  Janet's 
hands. 

^'I  shall  be  sure  to  tell  you  anything  of 
consequence  that  comes  to  my  knowledge, 
father ;  but  I  am  not  going  to  make  myself 
a  spy  upon  her,  for  I  am  convinced  she 
may  trusted,"  Janet  said.  But  her  father 
answered  with  some  impatience — 

"  That  is  all  very  well.     I  believe  with 
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you,  that  slie  may  be  trusted  not  to  go 
against  her  own  ideas  of  right  and  wrong, 
but  unfortunately  her  code  and  mine  do 
not  agree.  It  is  my  duty  to  protect  her, 
not  only  from  this  fellow,  but  from  her 
own  mistaken  notions,  and  you  will  be 
neither  a  good  daughter  nor  a  good  sister 
if  you  foster  in  her  mind  one  thought  of — 
of  this  sneaking  rascal ! '' 

Janet  laughed  heartily.  ^^You  will 
frighten  me  with  such  hard  words,  father. 
But  all  I  can  say  is  that  I  believe  you 
may  trust  to  my  admirable  discretion, 
which,  of  course,  I  inherit  from  you,  to 
keep  Laura  out  of  mischief." 

"My  dear,"  said  her  father,  pathetically; 
"what  can  a  man  do  but  trust  to  his 
daughters,  when  he  is  laid  on  his  back 
with  rheumatism  V 

And  Janet  laughed,  and  kissed  him, 
and    assured    him     that    she     sympathised 
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deeply  with  his  liard  fate,  and  rejoiced 
that  Providence  had  given  her  sons  instead 
of  daughters,  so  that  she  might  have  a 
chance  of  getting  her  own  way  without 
suffering  from  over-consideration. 

But  all  tln-ough  the  long  winter  not  a 
word  had  come  from  Geoffrey.  Perhaps 
it  was  the  consciousness  that  every  one  else 
must  distrust  him,  and  believe  that  he  had 
forgotten  her,  which  kept  Laura  from 
doing  so  herself.  Perhaps  it  was  the  new 
interest  which  he  had  taught  her  to  take 
in  ^^  books,  and  work,  and  healthful  play," 
which  made  the  time  pass  with  at  least 
moderate  swiftness,  although  there  were 
weary  days  sometimes.  She  scarcely  cared 
to  inquire  too  closely  into  her  own  mind 
in  the  matter ;  but  of  one  thing  she  felt 
sure,  he  loould  come  back,  even  if  it  was 
only  to  tell  her  that  he  was  convinced 
that,    for    the    future,    it    would  be  better 

VOL.  III.  »  B 
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for  both    of    tliem     that    they    should    be 
strangers. 

Often  in  imagination  she  had  lived 
through  that  scene,  and  prepared  herself 
for  it.  She  thought  she  could  say  good-bye 
to  him  calmly,  for  he  had  brought  her 
infinite  good,  and  even  without  him  her 
life  need  not  of  necessity  be  empty  now. 
She  worked  hard  to  educate  herself,  she 
cultivated  every  faculty  of  which  she  could 
imagine  herself  possessed,  and  she  was 
conscious  that  her  labour  was  rewarded. 
Her  thoughts  had  expanded,  her  world 
had  widened  indefinitely  in  the  last  few 
months,  and  as  well  might  a  flower  com- 
plain that  the  sun  which  had  warmed  it  to 
maturity  would  sometimes  cease  its  shining, 
as  she  that  the  mind  which  had  quickened 
her  o\vn  had  left  it  to  herself  to  complete 
its  development.  The  struggle  to  maintain 
an  untarnished  faith  in  him,  not  only  in  her 
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own  mind  but  before  others,  strengthened 
and  matured  her  unformed  character,  and 
even  softened  her  daily  manner;  so  that 
Janet  and  her  husband  wondered,  and 
found  increasing  pleasure  in  her  company, 
while  Bernard  regarded  her  with  brotherly 
affection.  Once  only  Janet  had  spoken 
of  Greoffrey. 

"  Laura,  do  you  expect  him  to  come 
back  ?  "    she  said  ;    and  Laura  answered — 

^^Yes,  perhaps,  but  very  likely  not  as 
you  think;  it  may  be  only  to  show  me 
how  well  we  can  live  apart." 

And  Laura's  face  was  so  quiet  and 
earnest  that  Janet  went  away  with  tears 
in  her  eyes. 

But  about  Christmas  time  Laura's 
thoughts  were  diverted  from  her  own 
affairs  by  a  fresh  trouble,  into  which 
Morris  brought  himself,  through  his  un- 
controllable     fancy      for      other      people's 
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pheasants.  He  had  given  his  master  a 
voluntary  promise  that  he  would  not  again 
fire  a  gun  on  the  Blithefield  estate,  but 
he  contrived  a  compromise  with  his  con- 
science, by  passing  through  the  fence  into 
the  Offord  woods.  Ellis  had  gone  to 
St.  Leonards  with  her  young  mistress, 
so  there  was  no  one  to  give  him  a  word 
of  warning  to  keep  out  of  mischief,  and 
many  a  stolen  hour  of  sport  did  he  enjoy 
undetected.  But  warily  as  he  had  chosen 
his  place,  Bernard's  suspicions  were  at  last 
awakened,  and  he  made  it  his  business  to 
discover  the  truth  concerning  certain  stray 
shots,  of  which  the  keepers  either  could 
not,  or  he  thought  would  not,  give  him  any 
account. 

He  was  disposed  to  be  more  lenient  with 
poachers  than  Mr.  Hilton  ;  but  when,  as  he 
supposed,  Morris  combined  trespassing  with 
poaching,  and  kept  his  word  to  his  master  by 
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a  mere  quibble,  he  saw  little  reason  for 
indulgence ;  but  not  wishing  to  make  the 
matter  public,  he  took  upon  himself  the  task 
of  watching,  and  at  the  end  of  the  second 
day,  after  narrowly  escaping  a  shot,  caught 
Morris  pocketing  a  pheasant,  and  in  Mr. 
Hilton's  name  gave  liim  an  immediate  dis- 
missal. 

Morris  tried  entreaties  and  promises  ;  but 
finding  these  of  no  avail,  took  refuge  in 
insolence,  and  refused  to  recognise  Bernard's 
authority. 

''  You're  not  the  master  at  Blithefield  yetj 
Mr.  Offord!"  he  said  tauntingly,  and  Ber- 
nard could  say  nothing,  although  his  face 
burned  with  anger. 

^^I  discharge  you  in  Mr.  Hilton's  name," 
he  said,  after  a  moment  or  two ;  ^'  but  if  you 
think  it  will  serve  your  purpose  in  any  way 
to  wait  for  a  written  order  from  him  you  can 
do   so,    but    my   next   communication   with 
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you  will  probably  be  accompanied  by  a 
warrant. 

^'I'U  take  my  chance,"  answered  Morris, 
carelessly  ;  but  when  he  came  to  think  over 
it  his  spirit  sank.  It  would  have  been  bad 
enough  three  months  before  to  be  dismissed 
without  a  character,  but  now  lie  had  put  his 
foot  in  it  ten  times  more  deeply  by  adding 
trespassing  to  poaching  and  impudence  to 
both.  Very  clearly  the  downward  course  he 
had  marked  out  for  himself  came  before  him 
as  he  walked  back  in  the  gathering  dusk, 
and  he  would  have  nothing  but  his  own  folly 
to  blame  for  it. 

A  post  of  responsibility  and  confidence, 
good  wages,  a  kind  master,  young  ladies 
always  ready  with  a  pleasant  word,  whom  it 
was  a  pleasure  to  serve,  and  the  daily  com- 
pany of  Ellis^  his  sweetheart — all  these  he 
had  been  fool  enough  to  throw  away.  But 
even  while  remembering  it  the  blood  tingled 
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in  his  veins  with  excitement,  as  he  thought 
of  those  stolen  hours  of  deHghtful  sport,  in 
which  he  proved,  at  any  rate  to  his  own 
satisfaction,  that  he  only  wanted  a  little 
practice  to  be  as  good  a  shot  as  any  of  the 
''  swells  "  who  came  down  to  shoot  with  ^'  the 
master,"  and  thought  no  small  things  of  them- 
selves. He  cursed  his  folly,  but  he  revelled 
in  the  thought  of  these  forbidden  pleasures, 
until  he  pulled  himself  up  short,  and  began 
to  consider  how  he  could  save  himself  from 
utter  ruin. 

Clever  and  capable  as  he  knew  himself  to 
be,  he  also  knew  that  a  man  without  a  cha- 
racter had  little  chance  of  gaining  a  decent 
position  ;  he  must  fall  many  steps  to  begin 
with,  and  disappointed  and  disheartened  he 
felt  that  he  should  scarcely  care  to  keep  him- 
self respectable  unless — but  this  he  could  not 
venture  to  hope  for — Ellis  should  stick  to 
him.     He    wouldn't    ask    her;    he   wouldn't 
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say  a  word  to  drag  her  down  with  him; 
he  would  just  wT:ite  a  line  and  say  good-bye 
^'pretty  careless-like,  and  as  if  'twere  no- 
thing to  him,"  and  then  maybe  she  would 
forget  all  about  him,  and  he  wouldn't  have 
that  on  his  mind. 

Then  suddenly,  with  a  gleam  of  hope,  came 
the  thought  of  ^^Miss  Laura."  She  might 
stand  between  him  and  this  ^^  uppish  young 
gent  that  wanted  to  be  master  before  his 
time."  She  might  plead  with  her  father 
for  him,  which  he  could  never  have  the 
face  to  do  for  himself,  and  at  least  she 
might  give  him  a  few  days'  grace  before 
the  whole  world  was  told  of  his  fresh 
iniquity. 

The  consequence  of  this  new  inspiration 
was  that  when  Laura  went  back  to  the  blue 
study  after  dinner,  she  found  a  curiously 
folded  note  lying  on  her  writing-table,  which 
Morris,  knowing  the  house  pretty  well,  had 
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contrived  to  convey  there  unseen.  She 
opened  it  with  curiosity. 

'^  Honerd  miss,"  it  said,  ^'  Being  in 
tmbble  I  make  bold  to  ask  a  few  minits 
speeche.  Please  speke  threw  the  winder  after 
diner, — yours  humbly,  Morris." 

^^  Poaching  again,  I  suppose.  Poor,  foolish 
fellow !  "  said  Laura  to  herself.  Then  she 
went  to  the  window  and  ojDoned  it.  '^  You 
want  to  speak  to  me,  Morris  ? "  she  called 
down. 

^^  Beg  pardon,  miss,  if  you  please," 
answered  Morris,  from  below,  involuntarily 
touching  his  cap  in  the  darkness. 

"  Will  it  do  to-morrow  ?  " 

*'  Please,  miss,  I'm  afraid  not." 

''  Very  well,  if  you  go  round  to  the 
kitchen,  I  will  tell  Charles  to  send  you  to 
the  gun  room  to  me  for  orders." 

'^  Thank  you,  miss,  I'm  sure  I  "  said  Morris, 
gratefully,  wondering  why  in  former  times 
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they  had  all  agreed  that  Miss  Laura  was  ''  a 
cross-grained  'un." 

^^  Is  it  poaching  again,  Morris?"  she 
asked,  severely,  when,  a  few  minutes  later, 
he  stood  before  her,  cap  in  hand,  in  much 
distress   and  confusion. 

"  Yes,  miss,  but  'twasn't  at  Blithefield — 
I've  kept  my  word  to  master  ;  'twas  t'other 
side  of  the  palin's  ;  and  young  Mr.  Offord,  he 
caught  me  and  said  I  was  to  go  to-morrow, 
and  no  character,  and  it's  just  the  ruin  of 
me  !  " 

^^  Indeed,  Morris,  I  am  afraid  it  is,  but  I 
do  not  see  what  I  can  do." 

'-  Well,  miss — may  be  a  word  from  you — '* 

^^But  what  can  I  say,  Morris?  This  is 
not  like  a  first  offence." 

''  First  or  not,  it  shall  be  the  last,  miss,  I 
can  tell  you,  if  so  be  I  get  the  chance  to 
keep  resjDCctable.  'Tain't  me  only,  it's  Ellis  !  " 

^^I  know,"  said  Laura,  gently.     ''I  grieve 
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for  her ;  but  how  can  you  exj)ect  my  father 
or  Mr.  Offord  to  trust  you  again  ?  '' 

''  Miss  Laura,  I  don't  believe  the  master 'd 
turn  me  away  to  ruin.  Let  me  have  a 
chance  with  him  ;  and  if  he  says  ^  go/  go  I 
must,  but 'twon't  be  so  hard  to  hear  from  him." 

''  No,    I    can    understand    that.      Well, 

Morris,  all  that  I  can  do  for  you  is  to  send  a 

note  to  Mr.  Oft'ord,   asking  him  to  speak  to 

me  before  he  mentions  the  matter  to   any 

one.     I  do  not  expect  that  I  shall  do   any 

good,  but  I  will  try — for  ElKs's  sake  as  well 

as  yours." 

*^  Morris's   thanks    were   inarticulate,   but 

Laura  understood  them  ;    and  saying  good 

night,  she  hastened  away  to  write  a  note  to 

Bernard  which  should   at   least    delay   any 

proceedings    he    might   intend  to    take    in 

the  matter.     He  came  to  see   her  the  next 

morning,  and  they  had  a  long  uncomfortable 

interview. 
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''  Well,  Laura!  "  lie  said  at  length,  '^  you 
are  undertaking  a  serious  responsibility  in 
answering  for  this  fellow's  future  conduct, 
and  I  am  doubtful  how  far  I  am  right  in 
allowing  myself  to  be  persuaded ;  but  to 
please  you  I  will  take  no  steps  in  the  matter 
at  present,  unless  I  find  further  cause  of 
complaint ;  and  as  I  have  said  nothing  about 
it  to  any  one,  he  can  go  on  as  usual  until 
yom*  father  comes  back ;  then  I  shall  feel 
bound  to  lay  the  case  before  him,  and  you 
must  expect  to  come  in  for  your  share  of 
blame." 

Laura  smiled  a  little.  ^^  I  can  bear  it, 
Bernard ;  it  will  not  be  the  first  time,  and 
I  would  go  through  a  great  deal  more  than 
that  to  save  Morris  from  the  ruin  of  going 
away  without  a  character,  and  Ellis  from 
such  bitter  disappointment  in  him." 

^'  Well,  I  don't  know  how  you  have 
managed  to  talk  me  over,  Laura  ;  but  you 
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have  made  me  feel  somehow  as  if  1  had 
intended  to  behave  like  a  ruffian." 

^^ Never  mind!"  she  answered,  smiKng. 
'^  And  when  you  are  speaking  to  Morris  it 
will  reheve  you  and  do  him  no  harm  if  you 
give  him  a  bit  of  yom*  mind — I  give  you 
free  leave." 

^^  Thank  you,  madam,  I  intend  to  avail 
myself  of  your  kind  permission."  And 
with  his  wrath  still  red-hot,  Bernard  sought 
out  Morris,  and  treated  him  to  language  a 
little  more  forcible  than  he  afterwards  cared 
to  remember. 
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CHAPTER      Y. 

UNDER-CURRENTS. 

"^' Well,  I  confess  it  will  scarcely  seem  like 
going  home  if  Bernard  is  not  there  to 
welcome  us  and  give  an  account  of  all  that 
has  been  going  on,"  said  Mr.  Hilton, 
throwing  down  a  letter  on  Edith's  writing- 
table  with  an  air  of  extreme  vexation,  a 
day  or  two  before  they  were  to  leave  St. 
Leonards  and  return  to  Blithefield. 

^^  Is  he  going  away,  father?"  asked 
Edith,  with  some  eagerness,  wondering 
whether  she  felt  pleased  or  disappointed. 

^^I  suppose  so.  You  can  see  what  he 
says." 

But  it  took  her  some  minutes  to  understand 
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clearly  the  carefully  worded  letter  in  which 
Bernard  exjDlained  that — as  Mr.  Hilton  was 
now  returning  to  look  after  things  for 
himself — he  was  anxious  to  fulfil  a  long 
deferred  engagement  to  run  over  for  a  week 
or  two  to  visit  some  friends  in  Paris,  and 
as  everything  was  in  order,  and  Thornage, 
the  bailiff,  was  prepared  with  an  account  of 
their  joint  stewardship,  he  saw  no  reason 
for  putting  off  his  visit,  and  intended  to 
start  the  day  after  his  letter  was  written. 

^^Not  quite  a  friendly  thing,  Edith?" 
said  her  father  when  she  had  finished  reading; 
for  having  been  considered  a  great  deal 
during  his  illness,  he  found  it  hard  to  endure 
even  a  slight  appearance  of  neglect. 

'^  I  don't  see  it  at  all  in  that  light,  father," 
answered  Edith,  anxious  to  suppress  her 
own  inclination  to  be  vexed.  ^'  It  is  just  a 
little  bit  of  awkwardness — common  to  men, 
you  know — which  makes  him  seem  eager  to 
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be  off.  I  have  no  doubt  it  has  been 
inconvenient  to  him  to  be  tied  to  Blithefield 
for  so  long ;  but  I  am  quite  sure  he  is 
unconscious  of  showing  impatience,  and 
nothing  can  be  kinder  than  his  written 
welcome  on  our  coming  home." 

^'  No,  no  ;  that  is  all  right  and  just  as 
it  should  be.  But  a  day  or  two  more  could 
not  have  hurt  him,  and  would  liave  been 
in  every  way  more  pleasant  and  convenient.'^ 

Edith  scarcely  knew  how  to  reply,  for 
it  seemed  to  her  that  this  might  be  an 
act  of  great  delicacy  on  Bernard's  part,  and 
a  means  of  showing  that  he  did  not  consider 
himself  of  paramount  importance,  in  spite 
of  the  authority  which  had  been  given  into 
his  hands,  or  it  might  be  that  he  had  seen  a 
little  more  deeply  into  her  mind  than  she 
had  suspected,  and  knew  the  unworthy 
jealousy  of  which  she  was  guilty,  and  from 
a  large-hearted  magnanimity  not  only  for- 
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gave  her  but  was  considerate  of  her  weak- 
ness and  wished  to  spare  her. 

She  confessed  to  herself  that  it  would  at 
least  have  hurt  her  vanity  to  have  heard 
hira  talking  familiarly  of  details  which  it 
had  taken  her  years  to  master  but  had 
probably  come  to  him  almost  by  nature ; 
and,  besides  this  foolish  smallness  of  mind, 
there  was  the  more  pardonable  fear  that 
her  father's  manner  would  be  too  paternal, 
and  would  place  both  in  the  awkward 
position  of  making  silent  but  intelligible 
protests  to  each  other  against  his  unconscious 
assumptions.  At  any  rate,  she  persuaded 
herself  that  she  was  glad  he  was  going, 
although  of  course  she  should  like  to  see 
him  again,  and  all  the  time  she  had  been 
away  had  not  met  any  one  to  be  compared 
with  him. 

They   had    many    acquaintances    at    St. 
Leonards,  and  the  time  had  passed  pleasantly 
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and  cheerfully ;  but,  after  all,  she  was  con- 
vinced that  she  could  never  be  really 
contented  except  at  Blithefield,  her  whole 
heart  and  happiness  rested  there;  but  the 
question  of  how  far  Bernard  was  now  con- 
cerned in  that  happiness  was  one  she  still 
shrank  from  considering.  She  had  not  seen 
him  for  nearly  four  months,  for  he  had  been 
unable  or  unwilling — perhaps  both — to  visit 
them  at  St.  Leonard's,  and  she  looked  for- 
ward to  their  meeting  as  likely  to  afford 
a  true  test  of  her  own  feeling  concerning 
which  she  was  still  miserably  uncertain. 
The  perpetual  although  unconscious  pressure 
of  her  father's  affection  and  high  opinion 
could  not  fail  to  be  of  great  weight  with  her, 
but  she  knew  that  consent  gained  through 
outside  influence  would  not  content  Bernard, 
and  she  should,  in  truth,  be  ashamed  to  offer 
it  to  him. 

She  was  beginning  to  understand  now  that 
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the  exalted  but  vague  ideas  of  great  and 
indefinite  duties  to  the  world  which  had  per- 
plexed and  tormented  her  on  her  return  from 
London  were  at  least  exaggerated.  Neither 
she  nor  Bernard,  with  their  best  efforts,  could 
set  the  world  right,  or  even  largely  influence 
the  course  of  events,  excepting  in  their  imme- 
diate neighbourhood ;  but  to  lead  good  lives, 
set  good  examples,  rule  and  direct  those 
under  their  charge  wisely  and  kindly, 
teaching  them  to  make  the  most  of  them- 
selves and  of  their  lives,  this  was  no  task  to 
be  despised,  no  small  end  to  be  gained,  and 
to  be  discontented  with  such  duties  while 
vainly  longing  for  a  larger  influence  was 
only  to  imagine  oneself  possessed  of  a 
higher  character  and  capacity  than  anything 
but  personal  vanity  could  suggest.  If  she 
could  learn  to  fill  her  place  as  well  as 
Bernard  filled  his,  she  ought  to  be  and  would 
be     content,     and    she    was    impatient    to 
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exchange  the  idle  life  of  St.  Leonards  for 
the  daily  round  of  duties  and  interests 
which  awaited  her  at  home. 

In  addition  to  all  the  delicate  motives  with 
which  Edith  credited  him,  Bernard  had 
another  reason  for  his  absence  of  which  she 
knew  nothing,  and  this  was  his  position 
towards  Morris.  Since  the  last  offence  he 
had  shown  his  displeasure  by  distance  of 
manner,  instead  of  his  former  geniality ;  but 
they  were  seldom  thrown  together,  for  as 
Captain  Bonar  had  the  entire  management  of 
the  stables  he  never  visited  them  excepting 
in  his  company.  If  the  man  had  been  a 
servant  of  his  own,  he  would  have  considered 
that  his  position  demanded  an  apology  for 
insolence  ;  but  things  being  as  they  were, 
he  left  it  entirely  to  Morris's  own  judgment 
whether  it  should  be  offered  or  not ;  and  after 
many  days  and  numberless  mental  conflicts, 
Morris  did  manage  to  get  out  a  few  lame, 
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uncomfortable  words,  intended  to  express 
his  sense  of  wrong-doing,  which  Bernard 
accepted  gravely,  while  at  the  same  time 
he  detected  in  them  an  uncontrollable 
animosity. 

So  things  had  gone  on  quietly  again,  and 
when  the  time  was  at  last  settled  for  Mr. 
Hilton's  return,  Laura  persuaded  Bernard 
that  as  so  many  weeks  had  passed  since 
Morris's  offence,  and  his  conduct  had  since 
been  excellent,  it  would  be  unwise  and 
unfair  to  rake  the  matter  up  again  ;  and  her 
father's  health  being  still  feeble,  they  could 
scarcely  venture  to  worry  him  about  such  a 
vexatious  matter ;  so,  against  his  own  judg- 
ment, he  was  persuaded  to  pass  it  over, 
although  not  without  a  few  words  of  stern 
warning. 

"  I  must  caution  you,  Morris,"  he  said, 
^Hhat  if  you  are  ever  brought  up  before  me 
for  a  similar  offence,  I  shall  deal  with  you 
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with  severity,  and  having  only  a  damaged 
character  in  this  respect  to  fall  back  upon, 
you  will  probably  come  badly  off." 

''  I  don't  think  you'll  catch  me  again, 
sir,"  said  Morris,  touching  his  cap,  but  with 
a  manner  which  almost  crossed  the  border- 
land of  insolence. 

Laura  too  had  her  few  words  with  him 
before  her  father  came  home. 

^^  If  I  were  you,  Morris,"  she  said, 
'^  I  would  sell  that  gun ;  it  ought  to  be 
quite  useless  to  you,  and  is  only  a 
temptation." 

Morris  was  silent  for  a  few  moments,  and 
then  answered  with  a  great  effort — 

^^  Miss  Laura,  if  you  tell  me  to  I'll  do  it, 
though  it'll  go  hard ;  but  you've  just  saved 
me,  and  I  can't  neyer  pay  you  but  by  doing 
as  you  tell  me — me  and  Ellis  'd  serve  you  to 
the  end  of  our  days." 

'^  I  like  to  know  it,  Morris ;  and  I  am  sure 
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it  is  only  right  that  you  should  do  this,'^ 
said  Laura,  gently.  ^^  Ellis  would  say  the 
same,  I  believe.'' 

^^  I'll  do  it,  Miss  Laura;  I'll  take  it  over 
to  Codlingbourne  to-night,  the  gunsmith 
there  is  a  sort  o'  mate  of  mine,  and  he'll 
sell  it  for  me." 

And  then  Morris  went  away  and  gave  his 
gun  a  last  polish  and  kept  his  word,  although 
it  was  a  far  harder  task  than  Laura  could 
imagine. 

Although  no  one  but  himself  and  Laura 
knew  anything  of  Morris's  last  offence, 
Bernard  felt  that  it  would  be  impossible  for 
him  to  face  Mr.  Hilton's  first  inquiries  of 
how  things  had  gone  on  in  his  absence ;  but 
Captain  Bonar  and  Thornage,  the  bailiff, 
could  in  all  honesty  give  satisfactory 
answers,  for  they  knew  of  nothing  wrong; 
and  when  he  came  back,  at  the  end  of  a 
fortnight,    everything    would    have    slipped 
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back  into  the  old  grooves,  and  close  ques- 
tioning could  be  avoided. 

As  for  Laura,  she  felt  that  she  had  little 
need  to  fear  inquiries ;  her  father  seldom 
talked  to  her  more  than  was  necessary,  and 
was  certainly  not  likely  to  expect  practical 
information  from  her ;  and  even  if  a  few 
awkward  questions  should  be  asked,  she 
would  have  little  difficulty  in  avoiding  direct 
answers.  That  such  deception  could  be 
wrong  was  a  view  of  the  matter  which  never 
struck  her;  she  had  been  so  accustomed  from 
childhood  to  keep  her  own  counsel,  because 
no  one  had  taken  the  trouble  to  inquire  into 
her  doings,  that  it  had  grown  into  a  habit, 
and,  excepting  to  Geoffrey,  she  felt  no 
impulse  to  speak  of  things  which  interested 
her,  and  saw  no  necessity  for  giving  con- 
fidences which  were  not  demanded  from  her, 
either  by  right  or  by  her  own  sense  of  the 
dues  of  friendship. 
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MORRIS. 

If  Mr.  Hilton  had  been  in  a  mood  to  be 
pleased  he  would  have  felt  that,  although 
Bernard  had  chosen  to  be  absent,  he  had  no 
reason  to  find  fault  with  his  welcome  home  ; 
while  Edith  was  conscious  that  her  pride  in 
Blithefield,  and  love  for  all  belonging  to  it, 
had  increased  almost  unreasonably  dming 
this  long  absence. 

When  the  carriage  drove  up  to  the  door 
Stephens  and  Mrs.  Hughes  came  forward  as 
mouthpieces  for  the  rest  of  the  servants, 
and  intended  to  distinguish  themselves 
by  a  few  well-chosen  words  which  they 
had   carefully    considered    beforehand;    but 
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Stephens,  on  meeting  his  master's  out- 
stretched hand,  could  manage  nothing  but 
a  ^^  God  bless  you,  sir ;  "  and  Mrs.  Hughes, 
forgetting  her  high  position,  subsided  into 
tears  and  a  half  incoherent,  ""  Welcome 
back,  my  pretty  dear ! "  to  the  young  mis- 
tress, who  had  been  taken  from  her  arms  at 
her  christening,  and  had  always  been  in  her 
eyes  the  flower  of  the  flock. 

^^  Has  all  gone  on  well,  Janet?"  asked 
Mr.  Hilton,  over  his  cup  of  tea  in  the  draw- 
ing-room ;  and  in  perfect  good  faith  she 
could  answer  in  her  ignorance — 

^'Yes,  everything  I  believe,  father.  You 
left  it  all  in  such  perfect  order  that  things 
would  have  been  ashamed  to  go  wrong." 

And  Captain  Bonar  chimed  in  with — 
^' Yes,  by  Jove!  the  best-ordered  stables, 
not  to  mention  the  household,  one  could 
wish  to  see." 

And    T.aura,    who    had    purposely    kept 
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apart,  felt  thankful  that  it  was  not 
necessary  for  her  to  disturb  the  pleasant 
impression. 

^'  It  was  a  bit  of  bad  management  on 
Offord's  part,  going  away  just  now.  I 
have  a  hundred  things  to  ask  him,"  Mr. 
Hilton  went  on ;  but  Janet,  with  a  little 
touch  of  jealousy,  hastened  to  answer — 

'^  Oh !  Walter  or  Thornage  can  tell  you 
everything.  Of  course,  Bernard  has  looked 
after  business  matters ;  but  we  can  give 
you  a  pretty  good  idea  of  everything  else." 

Mt.  Hilton,  smiling  to  himself,  wondered 
what  else  there  could  be  of  any  importance ; 
but  he  respected  Janet's  good  sense  as  far 
as  it  went,  and  felt  a  comfortable  assurance 
that  under  her  rule  household  matters  had 
gone  smoothly ;  and  it  was  not  to  be 
expected  of  her  that  she  should  have 
Edith's  capacity  for  Tvdder  responsibilities  ; 
she    had    done    all    he    required   by   over- 
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looking  the  servants,  and  preventing  Laura 
from  doing  anything  foolish. 

^^  And  the  colts  are  getting  on  well?  and 
the  men  have  done  their  work  all  right 
in  the  stables,  Walter?"  he  asked. 

^' Yes,  very  well  indeed;  the  only  trouble 
I  have  had  was  with  Jones,  aboat  the  hay, 
as  I  wrote  to  you,  and  that  was  soon  set 
right." 

''And  Morris?  how  has  he  been  going 
on  ?  no  more  poaching  ?  " 

''  No,  I  have  not  heard  a  word  against 
him ;  he  has  been  as  steady  and  quiet  as 
possible,  rather  low-spirited  of  late,  but 
then  Edith  has  been  cruel  enough  to  keep 
his  sweetheart  away  so  long." 

Laura  rejoiced  that  no  one  looked  at 
her,  for  she  felt  as  guilty  as  Morris  himself 
could  have  done ;  and  then  Janet's  boys 
came  in,  and  absorbed  every  one's  attention 
until  it  was  time  to  dress  for  dinner. 
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Mary  Verney  had  stayed  behind  in 
London,  to  make  final  preparations  for 
her  wedding,  which  was  to  take  place 
in  three  weeks'  time,  and  for  which  Mrs. 
Mathewson  and  Erica  were  to  return  from 
Italy;  and  in  spite  of  all  the  efforts  which 
Janet  and  her  husband  and  even  Laura 
could  make  to  give  him  a  cheerful 
welcome,  Mr.  Hilton  felt  dull,  and  rather 
injured  that  their  dinner  party  was  so 
small,  and  Edith  found  herself  echoing 
his  frequent  regrets  that  Bernard  had  not 
stayed  at  home  to  meet  them. 

''  There  is  something  to  be  said  for  a 
town,  after  all,"  he  remarked,  after  several 
scarcely  suppressed  yawns.  ^'  There  you 
can  be  pretty  sure  of  having  a  friend  or 
two  to  come  in  in  the  evening ;  but  here 
when  Offord  is  away,  there  is  not  a  soul !  " 

^'  You  will  have  company  enough  next 
week,    father,"    answered  Edith   cheerfully. 
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^^  Erica  alone  will  keep  us  all  alive,  for 
she  is  quite  certain  to  have  seen  more  in 
three  months  than  most  people  would  in 
ten  years,  and  anything  that  is  queer 
will  lose  nothing  by  her  description." 

'^  No.  my  dear,  she  will  be  bright  enough, 
and  I  shall  be  glad  to  see  the  child  back 
again  ;  and  now  I  am  tired,  and  I  think  I 
will  go  to  bed."  And  the  rest  of  the 
family,  with  a  blank  sense  of  failure, 
followed  his  example. 

The  next  morning  was  bright  and 
cheerful,  and  the  little  party  met  round 
the  breakfast- table  with  recovered  spirits. 
Mr.  Hilton  had  received  a  letter  from 
Bernard,  filled  with  most  kindly  con- 
gratulations on  his  retm^n;  and  enclosed 
was  a  note  for  Edith,  which,  simple  as  it  was, 
seemed  to  her  to  be  intended  for  no  eyes  but 
her  own,  and  was  valued  accordingly. 

''  Thornage  is  coming    at  eleven    o'clock, 
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darling,  to  go  tlu-ough  the  accounts  and  tell 
me  how  things  have  been  going  on : 
will  you  come  and  hear  what  he  has  to 
say?"  said  Mr.  Hilton,  after  breakfast;  and 
Edith,  who  had  been  longing  to  be  asked 
that  she  might  feel  assured  of  her  own  im- 
portance, gladly  agreed. 

But  when  Mr.  Hilton  went  to  his  study, 
before  it  was  time  for  Thornage  to  appear, 
he  found  other  matters  to  attend  to  ;  for  a 
knock  at  the  door  was  followed  by  the 
appearance  of  Morris  in  a  condition  of 
painful  disquiet  and  confusion. 

^'Well,  Morris,  nothing  wrong  in  the 
stables.  I  hope?"  inquired  his  master, 
pleasantly ;  but  Morris  had  to  take  a  moment 
or  two  to  recover  liimself  before  he  could 
answer. 

^^No,  sir,  theifre  all  right;  but  I  make 
bold  to  have  something  to  say  to  you." 

^'  Yes,  Morris,  certainly ;  I  am  quite  ready 


80  DOWN    THE   WAY. 

to  attend.     You  have  not  been  getting  into 
trouble  again  ? '' 

'^Beg  pardon,  sir,  but  that's  just  what 
I've  done,  leastways  I  haven't  had  no  trouble 
to  speak  of,  for  Miss  Laura  and  Mr.  Offord 
they  said  they  wouldn't  tell  on  me,  and 
'twasn't  at  Blithefield,  sir — I've  kep'  my  word 
to  you  —'twas  at  Offord,"  he  went  on  eagerly. 
*'  But  there  !  I  couldn't  never  face  you  with 
that  on  my  mind  ;  so  I  says  to  Ellis  last 
night,  '  I'll  just  make  a  clean  breast,'  and 
she  says  '  Do,'  and  Miss  Laura  says,  '  Sell 
that  gun  o'  yours,  Morris,  or  you'll  be 
getting  into  mischief  again  ;  "  and  it's  been 
gone  this  four  weeks;  and  if  you  say  'Go,' 
go  I  must ;  but  nobody  shan't  have  it  to  say 
I  didn't  tell  you  myself." 

''  This  is  very  serious,  Morris,"  said  Mr. 
Hilton,  gravely,  and  the  offender  could  only 
smooth  his  cap  in  silence  for  awhile,  and 
then  suddenly  burst  out  with — 
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''  Beg  pardon,  sir  I  but  nobody  knows  a 
word  but  him  and  Miss  Laura." 

Mr.  Hilton  felt  much  relieved.  It  altered 
the  case  a  great  deal  that  no  one  would  be 
injured  by  the  bad  precedent  if  he  should 
make  up  his  mind  to  pass  over  the  ofPence, 
but  it  was  necessary  to  make  at  least  a  show 
of  severity. 

^^Well,  Morris,  I  must,  of  course,  inquire 
further  into  the  matter.  I  cannot  at  all  see 
my  way  to  keeping  you  as  my  servant  when 
I  cannot  trust  you  ;  bat  we  must  let  it  stand 
over  until  Mr.  Oiford  comes  back.  You 
have  done  very  well  in  telling  me  of  it 
yourself,  but  the  fault  remains.  You  can  go 
now." 

^^  Yes,  sir,  thank  you,  sir."  And  Morris 
went  away  relieved,  but  unhappy.  He  did 
not  much  think  that  his  master  would  dismiss 
him,  but  he  had  fallen  from  the  high  place 
in  his  esteem  which  he  had  formerly  held, 
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and  it  galled  him  to  think  that  he  should 
owe  a  favour  to  Bernard's  forbearance,  for 
he  owed  him  a  grudge  for  cutting  and 
contemptuous  words  spoken  in  anger,  which 
he  could  never  forget,  and,  while  knowing 
that  he  deserved  them,  could  never  forgive. 

Ellis  had  gone  to  Laura  in  tears  to  hear 
all  that  she  could  tell  of  this  fresh  trouble, 
declaring  her  intention  of  ''  sticking  to  ''  her 
lover  whatever  happened,  and  in  the  midst 
of  her  sorrow  feeling  inordinately  proud  of 
his  ^'  pluck "  in  confessing  to  his  master. 
Laura  was  somewhat  perplexed  at  the  new 
turn  of  affairs,  and  wondered  whether  she 
would  come  in  for  her  share  of  blame  from 
her  father  ;  but,  to  her  surprise,  he  did  not 
mention  the  subject  either  on  that  day  or 
any  other,  being  partly  moved  by  the 
thought  that  she  must  be  saddened  and  dis- 
appointed at  hearing  nothing  of  Geoffrey, 
and   partly  by  dislike  to  a  scene  with  her. 
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which  would  certainly  be  stormy,  and  when 
both  might  say  many  angry  words  which 
they  would  afterwards  regret. 

'^  You  see,  Miss  Laura/'  said  Ellis,  when 
slie  had  relieved  her  mind  by  a  long  out- 
p'juring  of  fears  and  sorrows,  '^  Morris  and 
me  '11  have  to  go  when  Miss  Edith's  married. 
Morris  couldn't  never  serve  under  Mr.  Olford." 

Laura  looked  at  her  in  grave  surprise 
and  disapproval ;  it  had  never  before  struck 
her  that  this  matter  was  regarded  as  settled 
by  the  entire  household,  who,  while  in  no 
hurry  for  a  change  in  their  present  com- 
fortable positions,  were  somewhat  imj)atient 
to  discover  a  reason  for  the  delay. 

^^You  take  a  great  deal  too  much  for 
granted,  Ellis,"  she  said,  coldly. 

'^Well,  miss,  it  isn't  me  more  than  the 
others,  and  we  can't  help  seeing  that  Master 
treats  him  like  his  son,  and  Mr.  Off  or  d 
worships  Miss  Edith's  steps." 
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^^  It  is  not  a  subject  for  us  to  talk 
about ;  but,  speaking  of  Morris,  I  most  truly 
hope  that  when  he  does  leave  it  will  not 
be  in  disgrace." 

Ellis,  feeling  rather  set  downi,  at  last 
retired.  She  longed  to  boast  to  some  one  of 
Morris's  courage  in  facing  the  ^^  Master/'  but 
it  was  not  to  be  thought  of,  and  she  could 
only  remind  herself  that  they  were  very 
fortunate  in  being  able  to  keep  this  new 
disgrace  a  secret,  although — like  Morris — 
she  failed  to  see  that  the  offence  was  in  itself 
a  great  one. 

As  for  keeping  this  important  matter  from 
Edith's  knowledge,  Mr.  Hilton  felt  that  he 
was  not  capable  of  it,  and  not  having  given 
Morris  any  promise  of  silence,  he  saw  no 
reason  for  denying  himself  the  satisfaction 
of  telling  her  all  about  it  during  the  few 
minutes  they  w^ere  alone  before  Thornage 
came  wdth  the  accounts. 
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Edith  was  distressed  and  disappointed, 
for  she  had  a  high  opinion  of  Morris,  and 
liad  believed  in  his  reformation,  but  her 
mind  was  chiefly  occupied  in  wondering 
how  far  Bernard  was  right  in  consenting  to 
conceal  so  grave  a  matter  from  her  father. 
The  offence,  of  course,  had  been  against 
liimself,  and  if  he  chose  to  forgive  it  he  was 
at  liberty  to  do  so,  but  she  scarcely  felt  that 
he  was  justified  in  keeping  her  father  in 
ignorance  of  the  untrustworthiness  of  his 
servant,  and  yet  she  felt  proud  of  him  for 
his  generosity  and  large-mindedness  in  over- 
looking an  offence  so  deadly  in  the  eyes 
of  landowners,  and  could  not  help  feeling 
that  he  and  she  would  probably  think  alike 
on  some  matters  concerning  which  she  was 
not  at  present — with  all  her  father's  indul- 
gence— allowed  to  express  an  opinion. 

Pheasants  no  doubt  were  a  necessary 
adjunct  to  the  pleasures  of  a  countrv  liouse 
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—  afforded  occasions  for  the  gathering 
together  of  friends,  kept  idle  gentlemen 
employed  and  out  of  mischief  during  their 
holidays,  and  were  of  value  in  cooking; 
but  it  w^ould  be  better,  she  thought,  that 
they  should  all  perish  from  the  face  of  the 
earth  than  that  they  should  be  the  ruin  of 
sober,  honest  men,  like  Morris,  who  were 
unable  to  resist  the  temptation  of  proving 
that  their  own  skill  as  sportsmen  was  equal 
to  that  of  wdiich  their  masters  were  so 
inordinately  proud. 

But,  knowing  that  her  father  would  have 
no  patience  with  such  a  dangerous  and 
democratic  heresy,  Edith  resolved  with  a 
sigh  that  these  thoughts  should  be  confided 
to  no  one,  not  even  to  Bernard  himself. 
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beenard's  part. 

Whether  he  should  find  a  marked  change 
in  Edith's  manner  to  him  after  their  long 
separation,  and  whether  she  would  detect 
the  fact — of  which  he  was  perfectly  con- 
scious— that  his  love  had  grown  in  absence 
to  an  extent  which  made  him  intensely  regret 
his  promise  of  silence,  which  was  still  in  force 
for  some  months  to  come,  were  matters 
which  filled  Bernard's  thoughts,  and  made 
his  visit  to  Paris  wearisome  and  profitless. 

He  had  felt  that  it  was  impossible  that  he 
could  meet  her  on  the  terms  she  had  fixed 
if  he  had  been  at  Blithefield  on  her  return. 
His  joy  at  seeing  her  again,  his  anxiety  for 
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her  approval  of  every  detail  of  his  manage- 
nient,  both  at  Blithefield  and  Offord,  must 
have  been  expressed  too  warmly  for  a  man 
who  was  not  allowed  to  call  himself  her 
lover,  and  yet  to  have  drawn  back  in  any 
way  from  Mr.  Hilton's  cordial  affection  and 
gratitude  would  have  shown  caprice  and 
mock  modesty  for  which  he  would  have 
despised  himself.  But  after  a  fortnight 
everything  might  be  expected  to  have 
calmed  down.  Thornage  and  his  subordi- 
nates would  have  come  in  for  their  full 
share  of  approbation,  and  Mr.  Hilton  would 
perhaps  have  forgotten  how  much  time  and 
care  had  been  given  to  Blithefield,  and 
would  be  less  embarrassingly  fatherly 
in  his  acknowledgments ;  wdiile  having 
given  by  letter  a  welcome  to  Edith  on  her 
return  he  might  be  less  tempted  when  they 
met  to  overstep  the  boundaries  of  friendship. 
Nevertheless,  he  did  look  upon  the  meeting 
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as  a  soi-t  of  test  of  their  future  relations. 
It  was  absurd  to  suppose  that  they  could  go 
on  as  friends  until  an  appointed  time,  and 
then  all  of  a  sudden  become  either  lovers  or 
strangers,  affection  or  indifference  must 
grow,  and  he  half  feared  that  while  he  felt 
the  one,  she  in  absence  might  have  learned 
the  other. 

He  gave  no  notice  of  his  return,  but 
walked  into  the  drawing-room  at  Blithefield 
one  evening  after  dinner,  as  if  there  had 
been  no  break  in  their  usual  habits,  and 
received  a  welcome  which  more  than  con- 
tented him.  Edith's  voice  and  liand 
trembled  as  she  greeted  him,  and  away  in 
a  moment  flew  the  fancy  that  she  was  in- 
different, and  yet  he  was  not  'Agoing  to  be 
fool  enough"  to  build  too  much  upon  this 
first  meeting.  He  had  taken  her  by  surprise 
and  startled  her,  it  might  not  be  exactly  the 
feeling  he  desired  which  made  her  voice  so 


90  DOWN    THE   WAY. 

low  and  her  manner  so  shy,  and  at  any  rate 
he  would  not  take  advantage  of  it,  but 
would  follow  the  lines  he  had  laid  down  for 
his  own  guidance  for  many  months  past. 

But  while  he  was  resolving  on  a  slight 
distance  of  manner  which  should  put  her  at 
her  ease  and  make  her  feel  that  he  had  no 
intention  of  presuming  on  the  position  in 
which  her  father  had  placed  him,  Edith  had 
settled  in  her  own  mind  that  the  only  place 
she  could  occupy  with  dignity  would  be  one 
in  which  she  asserted  herself,  and  while 
feeling  and  seeming  grateful,  showed  that 
she  looked  upon  his  authority  as  only 
a  temporary  and  beneficial  necessity. 

^^  Bernard,  tell  me  about  the  colts — has 
the  blue  roan  gone  to  be  broken  for  me  ?  " 
she  asked,  pleasantly,  when  her  father's 
attention  was  called  to  something  else,  and 
he  was  at  liberty  to  talk  to  her. 

^'No.       Has   not   Morris  told  you?     His 
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temper  has  proved  a  little  uncertain,  and 
Captain  Bonar  and  Morris  have  agreed  that 
he  is  scarcely  to  be  trusted  for  you." 

' '  We  know  all  about  Morris,  Bernard, 
he  told  father  himself,"  she  said  in  an 
undertone. 

^^Did  he?  Well,  I  half  thought  he 
would.  Better  that  than  owe  7ne  a  favom', 
he  would  think  !  " 

"Why  does  he  dislike  you?" 

Bernard  looked  quietly  at  her,  and 
laughed  a  little. 

"  I  beg  your  ladyship's  pardon,  but  the 
reason  as  revealed  to  your  humble  servant 
must  not  be  spoken  in  your  hearing." 

She  was  silent  for  a  moment,  and  then 
said  hastily — 

"  Never  mind,  it  is  of  no  consequence." 

^^  You  see,"  he  said,  bending  forward,  so 
that  he  might  not  be  overheard;  "I  have 
been    altogether   in   a   false    and    awkward 
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position,  and  they  have  all  been  very  good 
to  me  on  the  w^iole,  but  I  am  glad  it 
is  over." 

^^It  was  too  much  to  ask  of  you,"  said 
Edith,  gently. 

''You  know  it  was  not  that,  the  work 
was  nothing,  it  was  the  idea,  which  no 
doubt  I  exaggerated,  that  they  would  think 
I  was  taking  too  much  upon  myself.  I  could 
not  be  perpetually  assuring  them  that  your 
father  wished  my  authority  to  be  absolute 
in  his  absence,  and  Miss  Edith  has  been 
many  times  quoted  against  me.'' 

They  both  smiled,  and  then  she  said 
hurriedly,  as  Janet  came  towards  them — 

' '  I  am  glad  you  told  me  it  was  difficult, 
instead  of  making  it  out  all  a  pleasure." 

"You  would  not  have  believed  me  if  I 
had  said  that?" 

' '  Not  quite,  and  I  should  have  felt  as  if 
you  had  slighted  Blithefield." 
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''  Yes,  it  would  almost  be  an  insult  to 
talk  of  the  management  of  such  a  place 
as  being  only  a  pleasure,  when  to  do  it 
thoroughly  has  been  the  life's  work  of  men 
like  your  father." 

Edith's  eyes  sparkled  with  pleasure. 
^'  You  do  think  it  a  great  thing,  Bernard, 
to  learn  to  rule  well  in  a  place  like  this, 
even  though  it  is  such  a  little  bit  of  the 
world?" 

^'  It  is  a  bit  that  would  be  too  big  for  the 
powers  of  many  of  us,"  he  answered, 
gravely.  ^'  You  have  been  brought  up  to 
it,  and  scarcely  know  how  great  your  work 
is.  I  undertook  the  responsibility  for  a 
time,  only  because  I  had  an  object  in  view, 
of  which  you  know  I  never  lose  sight." 

^^  AndOfford?"  asked  Edith,  not  offended, 
but  wishing  to  change  the  subject. 

''  I  don't  think  Offord  has  suiFered. 
Thornage  has  taught  me  a  great   deal  this 


94  DOWN    THE    WAY. 

winter,  and  yet  has  never  been  disrespectful 
of  my  ignorance.'' 

^^  My  father  and  I  w^ent  through  all  the 
accounts  with  him." 

^' Did  you?  I  thought  you  would,  and 
did  you  approve  of  our  management  ? " 

*^I  should  differ  on  a  few  points." 

"Thank  heaven!  I  never  could  stand 
a — a — a  woman  who  agreed  with  me  in 
everything,"  and  then,  fortunately,  Mr. 
Hilton  called  him  aw^ay  while  the  word 
'^wife"  was  almost  trembling  on  his  lips. 

^Yhen  Stephens  brought  in  the  tea,  he 
brought  also  letters  which  had  come  by 
an  evening  post,  a  new  institution  which 
Mr.  Hilton  despised  but  enjoyed. 

Edith  was  reading  out  bits  from  a  note 
from  Erica,  announcing  the  day  of  their 
arrival,  when  her  father  looked  up  from  a 
letter  he  had  received,  and  said  with  a 
broad  smile — 
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•^  My  dear  girls!  I  am  so  sorry  for  you, 
you  raust  be  prepared  for  bad  news." 

''  Yes,  father,  we  are  all  quite  prepared," 
answered  Edith,  placidly. 

^^  Peter  is  married !  " 

'^Oh,  father!  you  must  show  us  the 
letter  before  we  can  quite  believe  that  I  '^ 
exclaimed  Janet ;  and  Mary  Verney,  who 
was  not  so  well  accustomed  to  his  ways  as 
the  Hiltons,  and  could  not  yet  forget  his 
visit    to    her    at    Mrs.    Paget' s,    exclaimed 

'*  Impossible ! " 

^^  Perhaps,  Offord,  you  will  have  the 
kindness  to  read  the  letter  aloud,  as  I  am 
not  believed,"  said  Mr.  Hilton,  meekly. 
^^  When  I  am  credited  with  a  poor  sort  of 
invention  instead  of  speaking  the  truth, 
I  can  only  acquiesce  in  the  verdict  that 
my  day  has  gone  by,  and  give  my  authority 
into  more  competent  hands." 

It    was     not     only    Janet    who     felt    it 
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strange  that  it  never  struck  him  that 
Captain  Bonar's  claims  as  his  repre- 
sentative, even  in  little  matters,  were 
stronger  than  Bernard's,  but  they  could 
not  be  asserted  in  public,  and  Bernard 
after  a  hurried  question  to  Edith,  '^  Is  it 
allowable  ? "  and  her  assurance,  ^'  Oh 
yes,  Peter's  letters  are  public  property," 
proceeded  to  read  aloud  the  precisely 
written  sheet  in  which  each  letter  was  too 
carefully  formed  to  be  more  characteristic 
than  a  schoolboy's  copperplate. 

"  My  dear  Wedgwood, — As  my  nearest 
kinsman  I  feel  that  it  is  both  pleasurable 
and  appropriate  that  I  should  make  to  you 
the  first  announcement  of  my  felicity,  and 
I  therefore  take  an  early  opportunity  of 
informing  you  that  on  Tuesday,  26th 
ult.,  I  was  espoused  to  an  amiable  and 
charming  lady  whom  I  had  the  good 
fortune   to    encounter    during    my    stay    at 
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Homburg  last  autumn.  You  will  natui-ally 
be  somewhat  anxious  to  learn  particulars 
concerning  Mrs.  Peter  Hilton,  but  the 
novelty  of  my  condition  must  be  my 
excuse  for  stating  them  briefly. 

'^  As  regards  worldly  goods  we  are  on  an 
excellent  equality,  for  my  beloved  wife 
being  at  one  time  in  pecuniary  difficulties 
yielded  to  the  solicitations  of  a  most 
estimable  person  connected  with  trade, 
and  when  left  a  widow  a  few  years  later 
found  herself  placed  beyond  the  reach  of 
future  necessities,  but  has  ever  been  sorelv 
in  need  of  communion  T\T.th  a  mind  and  spirit 
akin  to  her  own,  united  as  it  fortunately  is, 
in  my  case,  with  family  and  position. 

'^  To  the  charms  of  physical  and  mental 
maturity  she  joins  an  elegant  wit  and 
cheerful  manners,  which  cannot  fail  to 
recommend  her  to  all  who  make  her 
acquaintance ;    and   I    cannot   but  feel  that 
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my  young  cousins,  who  have  laboured 
under  somewhat  of  a  disadvantage  in  seeing 
so  little  of  the  world,  may  derive  much 
benefit  from  her  society  and  intimate  know- 
ledge of  circles  from  which  they  have 
nnfortunately  been  hitherto  debarred.  Not 
that  I  wish  to  cast  any  reflections  upon 
your  excellent  management  of  your  family, 
my  dear  cousin,  and  I  consider  that  your 
elder  daughters  have  made  most  respectable 
marriages,  but  it  gives  me  satisfaction  to 
reflect  that,  in  consequence  of  my  happy 
union,  the  younger  members  may  enjoy 
the  advantages  of  a  less  circumscribed 
acquaintance  previous  to  embarking  upon 
a  lifelong  partnership. 

'^  My    wife    unites     with     me    in     kind 
compliments  to  you  and  to  your  circle,  and 
mth  the  hope  of  a  speedy  meeting, — Believe 
me,  my  dear  Wedgwood,  faithfully  yours, 
^'  Peter  Henry  Hilton." 
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"  The  portly  widow  of  a  pork  butcher!  " 
exclaimed  Mr.  Hilton,  when  Bernard  had 
finished  reading  with  due  solemnity.  ^^  I 
am  sorry  for  him  poor  fellow,  but  not 
surprised.  I  always  feared  he  would  fall 
a  victim  to  some  schemer;  and,  after  all, 
it  might  have  been  worse,  for  at  least  she 
seems  to  have  brought  some  money  with 
her.  But,  Miss  Verney,  you  have  much 
to  answer  for,  you  might  have  saved  us 
from  the  infliction  of  these  mature  charms.*' 

^'  Oh  father,  I  can  scarcely  believe  it  is 
true;"  cried  Edith.  ''I  feel  quite  dis- 
appointed, and  as  if  Peter  had  slighted  us 
all,  but  no  doubt  it  will  be  an  immense 
advantage  to  enter  ^  select  circles  '  under  the 
wing  of  Mrs.  Peter  Hilton.  I  can  fancy 
how  eager  Erica  at  least  will  be  to  profit 
by  it." 

''My  dear,  you  must  not  set  the  child  an 
example  of  being    satirical,"    answered  her 
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father.  ^^  I  wish,  Offord,  that  amongst  your 
many  acquaintances  you  might  be  able  to 
find  out  something  about  this  person  before 
we  ask  her  here." 

^'  All  in  the  day's  work,  I  suppose.  Is 
there  anything  my  father  would  not  ask  you 
to  do,  Bernard  ?  "  said  Edith  in  an  under- 
tone. 

"  I  am  always  at  his  service,"  he  answered 
and  added  aloud,  ''  There  is  one  little  diffi- 
culty, we  are  not   told  Mrs.  Peter  Hilton's 
name  either  before  or  after  her  first  marriage, 
so  I  am  afraid  I  cannot  do  much  at  present." 

Then  Mr.  Hilton  and  Janet  wandered  o£E 
into  many  and  vain  speculations,  while 
Edith  and  Bernard  talked  together  of  the 
many  things  which  had  interested  them 
during  the  long  months  of  their  separation. 
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CHAPTER      VIII. 

THORNAGE'S   COTTAGE. 

Almost  on  the  outskirts  of  the  Blithefield 
property,  with  only  a  narrow  belt  of  pine 
wood  between  it  and  the  high  road,  stood 
the  comfortable  cottage  in  which  Thornage, 
the  baili:ff,  had  lived  for  thirty  years.  He 
was  a  widower,  with  two  sons  doing  well  in 
Australia,  and  his  house  was  kept  for  him 
by  his  sister,  a  middle-aged,  '^  comfortable" 
widow,  who  felt  that  it  was  as  much  credit 
and  satisfaction  to  keep  a  home  in  order  for 
a  brother  as  for  a  husband,  and  had  never 
been  persuaded  for  the  second  time  to  enter 
upon  the  troubles  of  matrimony.  But  she 
did  sometimes  wish  that  her  range  of  duties 
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was  a  little  wider,  and  that  she  had  some  one 
besides  her  brother  to  look  after  and  make 
comfortable,  and  once  or  twice  she  had 
been  made  completely  happy  by  being  called 
upon — with  Mr.  Hilton's  full  consent — to 
take  in  a  lodger  for  a  few  days,  in  the  shape 
of  some  wandering  artist  or  angler,  or  some 
one  who,  charmed  with  the  quiet  and  beauty 
of  the  neighbourhood,  was  only  too  glad  to 
secure  the  two  clean,  pretty  rooms  in  the 
whitewashed  cottage,  where  roses  and 
honeysuckle,  and  all  things  sweet  and  rustic 
looked  in  through  the  diamond-paned 
windows. 

In  one  of  his  talks  with  Laura  Geoffrey 
Poland  had  heard  a  full  account  of  the 
cottage  and  its  occupants,  and  having  at 
that  time  no  doubts  or  self- distrust  to  disturb 
him,  had  at  once  resolved  that  if  occasion 
should  ever  arise  he  would  try  to  gain 
admission    to    this   quiet    refuge,    and   idle 
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away  a  few  deliglitful  days  in  the  woods  of 
Blithefield  and  Offord,  which  were — within 
certain  limits — open  to  every  one  who  took 
the  trouble  to  apply  at  the  lodge-gates. 

Casting  about  in  his  mind  for  some  means 
of  carrying  out  Dr.  Gordon's  suggestion, 
that  he  should  return  to  Blithefield  and — 
liimself  unnoticed — test  the  strength  of  his 
regard  for  Laura,  or  his  infatuation  for 
Edith,  the  remembrance  of  Thornage's 
cottage  came  across  him  like  an  inspiration. 
There  was  no  fear  of  his  being  recognised 
there,  for  neither  the  bailiff  nor  his  sister, 
Mrs.  Butler,  had  ever  seen  him,  and  even  if 
they  had  it  was  most  unlikely  that  any  one, 
even  an  intimate  acquaintance,  should  recog- 
nise him  in  his  present  altered  condition. 

Here — if  this  worthy  brother  and  sister 
could  be  persuaded  to  take  him  in  for  a  few 
days — he  might  look  about  him  at  his  leisure, 
and  judge  dispassionately  of  his  own  state 
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of  mindj  neither  being  distracted  by  the 
excitement  of  a  first  meeting  after  long 
reparation,  nor  driven  away  in  sudden  dis- 
appointment, if  the  strength  of  his  feeling 
did  not  correspond  with  his  expectations. 

But  his  o^TL  impatience  hindered  his 
recovery,  and  it  was  the  middle  of  April 
before  Gordon  would  consent  to  part  with 
him,  or  considered  him  fit  to  face  the  un- 
certainties of  the  English  climate.  But  in 
the  meanwhile  Geofi'rey's  time  had  not  been 
wasted,  for  the  letters  he  had  written  to 
peo])le  in  authority  seemed  likely  to  bear 
fruit,  and  he  received  what  almost  amounted 
to  a  promise  of  a  good  appointment  abroad 
as  soon  as  a  vacancy  should  occur,  always 
supposing,  of  course,  that  there  should  be 
no  great  political  changes ;  and  for  the 
present  he  had  ample  occupation  for  his  idle 
hours  in  improving  his  already  tolerable 
knowledge  of  Italian,    which    was  likely  to 
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be  of  much  use  to  him.  He  fek  that,  armed 
with  this  pretty  well-assured  prospect,  he 
could  venture  to  present  himself  to  Laura's 
father,  if — when  they  met,  he  should  find  her 
unchanged  in  her  regard  for  him,  and 
should  judge  himself  worthy  of  her.  He 
did  not  consider  it  of  particular  importance 
that  his  wordly  possessions  should  greatly 
exceed  hers,  let  them  have  enough  for 
comfort  between  them  and  it  did  not  much 
matter  from  which  side  it  came,  and 
although  she  had  been  brought  up  in  the 
midst  of  luxury  she  had  taken  little  advan- 
tage of  it,  and  had  tastes  as  simple  as 
his  own. 

He  had  resolved  that  whatever  might  be 
his  state  of  mind  he  would  see  her  and 
explain  everything,  he  owed  it  to  her,  and 
believed  she  would  also  consider  it  a  debt, 
and  it  was  necessary  for  his  own  peace  as 
well.     But  much  as  he   thought   of    her   it 
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never  crossed  his  mind  that  she  should  have 
suffered  from  the  opinion  of  other  people 
that  he  had  slighted  and  forgotten  her.  He 
supposed  that  Mr.  Hilton  by  stopping  their 
correspondence  intended  to  show  that  he 
would  disapprove  of  him  as  a  suitor  for  his 
daughter,  but  he  scarcely  supposed  that  this 
would  continue  when  he  went  to  him 
with  Laura's  consent,  and  with  improved 
prospects.  There  might  perhaps  be  diffi- 
culties at  first,  but  they  should  be  fought 
against  and  conquered,  and  the  neglected 
unloved  daughter  could  not  be  said  to  owe  a 
very  heavy  debt  of  filial  gratitude  or 
obedience.  He  wanted  her,  and  no  one  else 
in  the  world  seemed  to  desire  her  company, 
therefore  she  belonged  to  him,  and  he  had  a 
rio^ht  to  her  which  he  did  not  intend  to 
relinquish  unless  she  herself  desired  it. 

Again  the  larch  trees  were  budding  and 
the  woods  were  full  of  primroses  when,  after 
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nearly  a  year's  absence,  excepting  for  those 
few  stolen  hours  in  the  summer,  he  once 
more  visited  Blithefield.  He  slept  at 
Mornington  and  drove  over  in  the  middle 
of  the  day,  taking  with  him  his  modest 
luDfDf-aD^e,  so  that  if  Thomag-e  would  consent 

CO     O      /  o 

to  receive  him  he  might  take  up  his  quarters 
there  at  once.  Now  that  the  possibility  of 
meeting  was  so  near,  his  impatience  became 
almost  uncontrollable,  and  to  his  infinite 
satisfaction  he  found  it  was  to  Laura 
that  almost  all  his  thoughts  turned.  But 
when  the  question  of  lodgings  was  com- 
fortably settled — for  Mrs.  Butler  prided 
herself  on  keeping  every  corner  of  the  house 
in  perfect  order — and  he  had  finished  a 
homely  but  admirable  dinner  of  eggs  and 
bacon,  and  was  lighting  his  pipe  before 
setting  out  for  a  stroll,  it  struck  him  with 
keenest  apprehension  that  having  heard 
nothing     of    the     Hiltons    for    six    months 
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there  might  be  changes  in  the  family 
of  which  he  had  had  no  warning. 
His  aunt,  Mrs.  Mathewson,  had  written 
occasionally,  and  her  letters  had  followed 
him  from  place  to  place,  but  she  had  never 
mentioned  their  names,  for  she  was  not 
anxious  that  he  should  be  reminded  of  them, 
and  although  refusing  to  believe  in  his 
liking  for  Laura,  had  an  uneasy  feeling 
that  the  ground  was  not  quite  firm  under 
her  feet,  while,  as  Edith  was  manifestly 
beyond  his  reach,  there  was  no  object  in 
bringing  her  before  his  mind.  It  could 
scarcely  be  said  he  feared  that  Laura 
might  have  been  taken  from  him  by  some 
unknown  rival,  for  as  she  had  kept  herself 
apart  from  sympathy  before  he  came  he  had 
no  reason  to  expect  that  in  these  few  months 
she  would  have  changed  her  nature  and 
become  sociable  and  attractive,  but  of  com^se 
it  was  quite  possible  that  she  might  be  away 
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from  home,  although  she  had  told  him 
many  times  that  she  had  no  friends  to 
visit,  and  perhaps  his  carefullj-de  vised 
scheme  for  seeing  her  might  end  in  nothing. 

He  had  shrunk  from  talking  to  Mrs.  Butler 
on  the  subject  when  she  brought  in  his 
dinner,  being  anxious  to  betray  neither 
interest  nor  curiosity  which  she  could  conyert 
into  a  cause  of  gossip,  but  now  seeing  her 
from  the  side  window  feeding  her  poultry 
in  the  yard,  he  joined  her,  and  after 
showing  due  interest  in  the  young  broods, 
asked  a  few  questions  about  the  family 
before  venturing  on  their  domains. 

Mrs.  Butler  was  very  ready  to  talk.  She 
had  no  intimate  knowledge  of  the  ' '  young 
ladies,"  for  although  they  pretty  often  came 
to  see  her,  she  had  never  been  a  servant  in 
the  house  or  had  daily  intercourse  with  them, 
but  she  felt  it  was  right  and  necessary 
that  she  should  be  posted  up  in  their  affairs 
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as  far  as  possible  without  laying  herself  open 
to  a  charge  of  gossipping,  and  Thornage  was 
sure  to  tell  anything  which  he  might  have 
seen,  or  heard,  in  his  daily  visits  to  the 
house,  knowing  that  she  would  make  no 
miscliievous  use  of  the  information. 

So  now  she  told  Geoffrey  many  things 
which  he  knew  perfectly  well  before,  about 
the  elder  daughters  and  their  marriages, 
before  she  came  to  subjects  of  greater 
interest. 

^^They  do  say  Miss  Edith— Miss  Hilton 
as  is  now — is  bespoke  for  young  Mr.  Offord, 
but  there  I  don't  know,  sir,  if  so  be  it  is  so 
they  keep  it  pretty  close,  for  never  a  word 
has  Thornage  heard  tell  up  at  the  house, 
only  the  young  gentleman's  been  master  here 
while  Mr.  Hilton's  been  away  at  the  seaside." 

'^Mr.  Hilton  been  away  all  the  winter? 
No  one  ill  I  hope !  "  asked  Geoffrey, 
anxiously. 
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^'  Just  himself,  sir,  he  was  took  with 
rheumatics  and  the  doctors  ordered  him  off, 
and  Miss  Edith  went  with  him,  and  Mr. 
Offord — quite  nice  and  pleasant  like — was 
made  the  master,  and  we  all  guessed  what 
that  meant." 

''  But  was  the  house  shut  up  ?  Did  all 
the  family  go  ?  " 

^*No,  sir,  Miss  Janet  that  was — Mrs.  Bonar 
and  her  husband  come  and  stoj^ped  with 
Miss  Laura — that's  one  of  the  young  ladies, 
and  little  Miss  Erica  she  went  to  foreign 
parts  along  of  an  old  lady  as  used  to 
come,  I  can't  mind  her  name.'' 

^'  So  one  of  the  young  ladies  was  here  all 
the  winter  ?  " 

^^  Yes,  sir.  Miss  Lam^a,  they  do  say  she 
wouldn't  go ;  she's  always  been  contrary 
like,  and  just  between  you  and  me,  sir — " 
here  Mrs.  Butler  lowered  her  voice,  almost 
to     a    whisper — "  I've     heard    she     keeps 
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expecting  of  a  young  gentleman  to  come 
back  again  as  took  up  with  her  last  year  and 
then  went  off  as  careless  as  you  please  and 
never  heard  of  since." 

Geoffrey's  face  flushed.  '^  And  now  they 
are  all  at  home  again  you  say  ? "  he  said, 
turning  away. 

'^  Yes,  sir,  leastways  for  all  I  know, 
but  I'm  not  one  as  gossips  or  hears 
much." 

''  And  you  are  quite  sure  that  I  shall  not 
be  considered  trespassing  or  taking  a  liberty 
if  I  walk  through  the  park." 

"  Bless  you,  no  sir,  Mr.  Hilton  always 
allows  that  to  any  gentleman  as  lodges  here, 
and  if  you  want  a  real  fine  walk  you  should 
go  to  the  '  Look-out,'  as  they  call  it.  Fine 
and  fond  Miss  Laura  is  of  that  place,  she's 
there  most  days,  Thornage  says." 

''Thank  you,  Mrs.  Butler,  then  I'll  be 
off  at  once,"  and  pulling  his  broad-brimmed 
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hat  over  his  eyes,  Geoffrey  started  with  a 
lightened  heart. 

There  had  been  no  startling  changes, 
of  that  he  was  assured;  that  Edith  would 
be  either  engaged  or  already  married  to 
Bernai'd  Offord,  lie  had  looked  upon  as  a 
certainty,  and  was  surprised  that  it  was  as 
yet  only  indefinitely  talked  about ;  but 
with  regard  to  Laura,  in  spite  of  Mrs. 
Butler's  gossip,  perhaps  now,  for  the  first 
time,  he  realised  how  great  and  lasting 
might  be  differences  of  mind  and  habits 
of  thought,  which  were  outwardly  little 
apparent. 

She     had    not    been     taken    from    him, 

but     she    might    of    her    own     will     have 

wandered    away    into     a    pathless    mental 

distance  from  which  she  would  never  wish 

to   return,    or   she  might  feel    that  he  had 

thrown  aside  all  claims  upon  her  sympathy, 

and   meet    him    as    a  stranger.       But    why 
VOL.  ni.  I 
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torment  himself  before  his  time  ?  He  had 
come  to  learn  the  truth  concerning  himself 
and  her,  and  should  his  courage  fail  at 
the  very  outset? 
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With  a  restlessness  bom  of  the  bright  spring 
weather  and  Nature's  awakening,  Laura 
found  the  monotony  of  her  life  growing 
daily  more  oppressive.  Everything  at 
Blithefield  had  settled  down  quietly  again 
after  long  interruption ;  Mr.  Hilton  had 
recovered  his  activity  and  again  rejoiced 
in  making  Edith  a  sharer  in  every  interest ; 
Erica  spent  half  her  time  in  town  with 
Mrs.  Matthewson  for  the  advantage  of 
lessons ;  and  Mary  Verney's  wedding  was 
over.  Perhaps  in  the  minds  of  the  few  who 
were  in  the  secret  this  was  only  a  welcome 
lull  before  the  storm  of  changes  which  must 
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take  place  if  at  the  end  of  his  year  of 
waiting  Bernard  should  find  Edith  willing 
to  marry  him,  to  admit  him  into  her  beloved 
home,  and  give  up  to  him  that  first  place 
which  she  had  hitherto  occupied  and  rejoiced 
in;  but  to  Laura,  who  knew  and  cared  little 
a])out  the  matter,  and  on  the  whole  would 
liave  thought  Bernard  rather  too  good  for 
Edith,  it  seemed  as  if  the  life  had  gone  cut 
of  her  human  surroundings,  and  only  she 
and  Nature  were  awake  and  dissatisfied. 
The  trees  thrust  forward  new  buds,  the 
plants  pushed  their  fresh  leaves  through  the 
earth,  the  birds  chose  for  themselves  new 
nests  and  new  mates,  and  she  sympathised 
with  them  all;  but  to  her  came  no  hope  of 
change,  no  sign  that  life  held  anything 
better  for  her  than  remembrance  and 
reofret,  and  a  but  half-awakened  sense 
of  power  over  her  own  mind,  and  pos- 
sibly  a   little    world,    if    she    chose    to  try, 
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but  of  the  idea  of  which   she  was   ah-eady 
lialf  weary. 

There  were  days  together  when,  in 
disgust  at  herself  and  her  surroundings,  she 
wished  passionately  that  Geoffrey  had  never 
crossed  her  path,  that  she  had  been  left  to 
the  slumber  of  discontent  and  hopelessness 
from  which  she  had  seldom  awakened  to 
pain,  and  then,  with  contempt  of  such 
unworthy  shrinking,  she  would  tax  herself 
to  the  utmost  to  cultivate  those  powers 
which  he  had  been  the  first  to  show  that 
she  possessed. 

No  one  ever  mentioned  his  name  to  her 
now,  and  she  was  glad,  for  they  could 
only  speak  in  condemnation,  and  she  was 
determined  not  to  condemn,  but  she  had 
little  hope  of  seeing  him  again. 

Hurrying  home  one  April  afternoon, 
after  spending  an  hour  or  two  under  the 
shelter  of  the  great  pines  at  the  Look-out, 


118  DOWN    THE    WAY. 

coming  down  a  narrow  patli  through  the 
oak  wood  she  came  suddenly  face  to  face 
with  some  one — a  stranger — who  bowed 
and  very  slightly  raised  his  hat,  and  passed 
her  quickly  ;  but,  short  as  was  the  time  for 
observation,  and  stranger  as  he  appeared, 
there  was  something  which  made  her  in- 
voluntarily turn  and  look  back,  and  she 
found  that  lie  had  done  the  same.  For  a 
moment  he  hesitated,  as  if  coming  forward 
to  speak,  and  something  in  his  attitude 
seemed  familiar,  but  he  turned  away  again 
immediately,  and  quickening  his  steps  was 
soon  out  of  sight,  while  she,  wondering  at 
her  foolish  fancy,  hastened  home. 

Well,  he  had  seen  her  again !  and  for  the 
moment  his  impulse  had  been  to  call  her  to 
^Um  and  never  to  let  her  go,  but  his  will  was 
strong — he  had  come  to  prove  himself,  and 
he  would  not  be  fool  enough  to  give  way  at 
the   first   moment.       She    looked   dull   and 
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sad.  He  had  seen  it  at  a  glance,  and  he 
longed  to  comfort  her  and  make  her  feel  the 
same  confidence  in  the  future  which  lightened 
his  steps  on  his  way  to  the  place  which  she 
had  so  lately  left.  He  could  make  her 
happy — he  felt  sure  of  that — but  he  would 
be  without  excuse  if  he  should  make  himself 
part  of  her  life  again,  while  a  doubt  of 
himself  lingered  in  his  mind. 

' '  Thomage  tells  me  that  his  sister  has 
taken  a  new  lodger  for  a  week,"  said  Mr. 
Hilton  at  dinner  time.  ''  A  foreigner  she 
thinks,  but  he  speaks  English.  A  decent 
sort  of  man,  quite  a  gentleman,  they  say, 
so  they  told  him  he  might  wander  about  the 
place.  If  either  of  you  girls  happen  to 
come  across  him  you  will  know  it  is  all  right." 

*'  I  did  come  across  him  this  afternoon, 
father,"  said  Laura, 

"Did  you?  What  sort  of  a  looking 
fellow  was  he  ?  " 


120  DOWN    THE   WAY. 

^^  I  hardly  know,  lie  looked  like  a 
foreigner." 

And  so  he  did,  but  in  her  own  mind  she^ 
also  said,  ^^  he  looked  like  Geoffrey." 

'-'  I  suppose  it  will  be  only  civil  if  I  go 
and  look  him  up  to-morrow,  and  if  he  seems 
a  gentleman  I  may  as  well  ask  him  to 
dinner,  Edith,"  said  Mr.  Hilton,  with  his 
universal  hospitality. 

^'  By  all  means,  father,  if  you  can  feel 
sure  that  he  won't  turn  out  something 
dreadful  or  run  away  with  the  spoons.  I 
wonder  what  brought  him  here  ?  " 

'^  He  told  Mrs.  Butler  that  he  had  heard  it 
was  a  pretty  part  of  the  country,  and  wanting 
a  quiet  week  came  down  to  see  it.  Now  I 
come  to  think  of  it,  Offord  had  better  call 
first  and  get  a  sort  of  idea  of  him  before 
we  make  his  acquaintance." 

Edith  said  nothing,  but  looked  and  felt 
vexed  as  she  always  did  when   her  father 
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claimed  from  Bernard,  as  if  it  was  a  right, 
the  performance  of  any  troublesome  duty 
which  would  otherwise  have  fallen  to  his 
own  share.  But  when  Bernard  came  in  a 
little  later  he  expressed  his  perfect  willing- 
ness to  look  up  the  stranger — indeed  he 
thought  to  himself  that  it  would  be  better 
that  he  should  have  a  look  at  him  before  he 
was  introduced  to  the  girls,  for  Mr.  Hilton 
was  a  little  apt  to  let  his  hospitality  outrun 
his  discretion,  and  a  guest  for  his  dinner 
table  was  a  temptation  he  often  found  it 
hard  to  resist. 

^^No  doubt  the  master '11  call  upon  you, 
sir,  he  mostly  does  when  we  have  a  gentle- 
man here,"  said  Mrs.  Butler,  when  she 
brought  in  supper  for  ^' Mr.  Phillips"  as 
Geoffrey  had  called  himself,  that  being  his 
second  name.  ^'  And  a  nice  pleasant  gentle- 
man you'll  find  him,  and  p'raps  he'll  ask 
you   to   go  and  see  the  young  ladies,   and 
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as  for  Miss  Edith;  bless  her!  to  see  her's 
to  love  her  ;  not  that  I  should  say  that  to 
you,  sir,  but  it's  just  a  manner  o'  speaking, 
you  know." 

^^  Yes,  I  quite  understand,"  answered 
Geoffrey,  quietly  ;  but  in  his  heart  he  was 
dismayed.  It  was  quite  a  different  matter 
being  brought  face  to  face  with  one  of  the 
family  from  only  risking  a  chance  meeting 
in  the  park  or  woods,  and  much  as  his 
appearance  was  altered,  it  was  impossible 
that  he  could  venture  upon  an  interview 
with  Mr.  Hilton  when  voice  or  manner 
might  at  any  moment  betray  him.  He  had 
been  a  fool  to  come !  but  still  it  was  worth 
much  to  feel  that  confidence  that  his 
faith  had  returned  to  Laura  which  the  mere 
sight  of  her  had  awakened.  Even  if  he  had 
to  go  aw^ay  again  at  a  moment's  notice  he 
felt  that,  returning  to  his  proper  self,  he 
might     come     forward    publicly     now    and 


thornage's  lodger.  123 

proclaim  his  wishes,  but  he  earnestly  desired 
that  he  might  have  time  to  put  himself 
further  to  the  test. 

''  It  would  be  very  kind  of  Mr.  Hilton  to 
think  of  calling  on  me,  Mrs.  Butler,"  he 
said,  ^'  but  I  am  particularly  anxious  to  avoid 
society  of  any  kind,  and  keep  perfectly 
quiet.  I  have  only  just  recovered  from  a 
severe  illness  which  must  be  my  excuse ; 
perhaps  your  brother  would  be  so  kind  as  to 
let  Mr.  Hilton  know,  that  he  may  not  have 
the  trouble  of   coming  for  nothing." 

Mrs.  Butler  was  surprised,  but  she  sup- 
posed '^  the  quality  "  knew  their  own  ways 
best ;  only  this  gentleman  seemed  so 
*' simple-like "  in  his  manners  she  should 
have  thought  he  would  have  considered  a 
visit  from  the  master  an  honour. 

Left  to  himself  Geoffrey  could  not  help 
laughing  over  his  own  embarrassment,  which 
indeed  made  his  position  almost  ridiculous. 
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To  take  advantage  of  his  altered  appearance,, 
to  make  quiet  observations,  was  a  verv 
different  matter  from  being  detected  in 
disguise  and  obliged  to  account  for  actions 
and  motives  which  he  himself  scarcely  cared 
to  analyse,  and  he  hardly  knew  whether 
he  should  shrink  most  from  Laura's  wonder 
at  the  course  he  had  taken,  or  from  Edith's 
disdain  of  his  weakness  and  self-distrust. 
Even  at  the  risk  of  seeming  churlish  he 
must  refuse  Mr.  Hilton's  visit,  and  the  only 
effect  of  the  whole  matter  would  be  that  the 
pleasant  week  he  had  promised  himself  must 
be  shortened  into  two  or  three  days. 

The  next  morning,  on  his  way  to  superin- 
tend the  cutting  down  of  some  oak  trees, 
Bernard  happened  to  pass  near  Thornage's 
cottage,  and  reflecting  that  a  visit  at  any 
hour  could  only  be  considered  an  attention 
by  the  stranger  who  was  lodging  there,  he 
turned  aside  to  call  upon  him. 


thornage's  lodger.  125 

The   woodland   path   made  a  sharp    turn 
before  reaching  the  cottage  gate,  and  while 
btill  out  of  sight  fi^om  the  windows,  Bernard 
involuntarily  stopped  at  the  sound  of  voices 
within  a  few  yards  of  him.     For  a  moment 
or   two    he  stood   in    a   puzzled  attitude  of 
attempted    recollection,    and    then    with    a 
sudden  gesture  of  surprise,  as  a   few  more 
words  in  a  deep  full  voice  met   his  ear,  he 
exclaimed,  half  aloud,  ''Poland — of  course !  " 
-and  looked  through  the  screen  of  trees  with  no 
little  anxiety  to  see  his  impression  confirmed. 
But  all  that  he  saw  at  first  was  Thornage 
training  a  rebellious  hop-bine  over  the  porch, 
while  a  man  carelessly  dressed,  with  a  dark 
beard  and  sunburnt  face,  leaned  out  of  the 
window  talking  to  him. 

''A  chance  resemblance,"  said  Bernard  to 
himselt,  but  even  while  he  said  it  the  voice 
sounded  again,  and  he  thought  he  could  not 
be  mistaken. 
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Looking  scrutinisingly  at  the  figure  at  the 
window,  he  was  increasingly  impressed  with 
a  sense  of  familiarity.  It  was  true  that  the 
face  which  he  associated  with  that  voice  was 
pale  and  beardless,  and  the  man  before  him 
was  brown  and  hairy ;  it  was  true  that 
Geoffrey  Poland  had  been  severely  plain  and 
precise  in  dress,  and  that  ^^Mr.  Phillips's '^ 
careless  yachting  suit  and  red  tie  were  a  little 
'4oud,"  but  underneath  these  differences 
there  was  an  indefinite  likeness  which  was 
uncomfortably  striking  ;  and,  scarcely  know- 
ing why,  Bernard  felt  that  there  was  some- 
thing which  he  ought  to  find  out.  A  few 
minutes'  conversation  must  set  the  matter  at 
rest,  and  he  was  stepping  forwards  to  speak 
to  Thornage  first,  when  the  stranger  jumped 
out  over  the  low  window-sill,  and  lent  a  hand 
to  the  training  of  the  creepers,  and  again 
Bernard  stood  and  looked  at  him  while 
doubt  almost  became  certainty. 
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Then  arose  the  question,  '^  What  should 
he  do?"  Strictly  speaking,  the  matter  was 
no  business  of  his.  Even  if  Poland  had 
come  back  in  disguise  he  could  scarcely  be 
justified  in  interfering  with  him,  or  even  in 
mentioning  the  fact  to  Mr.  Hilton  without 
reason  for  doing  so.  It  was  an  act  of  folly, 
but  might  be  nothing  more,  and  he  believed 
that  Laura's  happiness  was  deeply  concerned 
in  his  return.  She  had  been  very  patient, 
she  had  made  no  complaints  and  given  no 
confidences,  but  he  knew  she  was  waiting, 
and  that  half  her  life  was  bound  up  in  the 
fulfilment  of  this  long-deferred  hope.  Nor 
could  he  speak  to  Edith  of  his  difficulty,  for 
he  knew  that  there  was  no  confidence 
between  the  sisters,  and  he  could  not  quite 
forget  his  own  jealousy  of  Geoffrey  although 
he  had  struo^ofled  hard  and  with  tolerable 
success  to  overcome  it.  At  least  he  must 
take      time      to      consider      before      facing^ 
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Thornage's  lodger,  whoever  he  might  be, 
and  so  turned  away  unseen  to  smoke  a 
meditative  pipe  or  two  before  beginning  his 
morning's  work. 

He  strolled  up  to  Blithefield  before 
luncheon — still  with  a  doubting  mind,  and 
found  Mr.  Hilton  on  the  terrace. 

'^  I  fancy  that  is  rather  a  queer  fellow 
that  lodger  of  Thornage's,"  he  said  in  an 
aggrieved  tone.  "'  He  sent  a  message  which 
sounded  civil  enough,  but  when  translated 
meant  that  he  declined  to  make  my  acquaint- 
ance. I  have  told  Thornage  he  had  better 
look  out  what  he  is  about." 

^'  There  is  no  use  in  my  calling  then," 
said  Bernard,  thinking  that  this  refusal  was 
only  a  further  confirmation  of  his  suspicions. 

"  Not  the  least  I  should  say,  but  I  don't 
at  all  like  it,  and  I  have  told  Thornage  I 
can't  have  the  fellow  all  over  the  place." 

Bernard  smiled  to  himself  at  the  keenness 
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of  Mr.  Hilton's  resentment  at  his  attentions 
being  declined,  but  was  far  from  being  sorry 
that  it  was  so.  If  this  was  Poland  it  was 
most  undesirable  that  he  should  be  hanging 
about,  and  most  unfair  to  Laura,  and  he 
determined  that  he  would  spare  no  trouble 
to  find  out  the  truth. 

^^  Did  either  of  you  girls  see  anything  of 
that  fellow  from  Thornage's  this  morning  ?  '* 
asked  Mr.  Hilton,  at  luncheon  time. 

^^  I  have  not,  father;  I  have  not  been 
further  than  the  garden,'^  answered  Edith. 

^^  I  met  him  in  the  oak  wood,"  said  Laura, 
with  an  embarrassment  which  caused  Bernard 
much  disquiet. 

'^  Did  he  speak  to  you  ?  " 

"  No,  father." 

*^  I  should  wish  you  not  to  give  him  the 

slightest  encouragement  if  he  does  speak.     I 

have  reason  to  think  he  is  an  objectionable 

sort  of    fellow,"  said  Mr.   Hilton,  who  was 
•  VOL.  ni.  .  K 


130  DOWN    THE   WAY. 

now  ready  to  credit  him  with  almost  any 
crime. 

Laura's  face  flushed,  but  by  an  effort  over 
herself  she  remained  silent. 

'^  You  had  better  not  go  roaming  about 
w^hile  he  is  here,  Laura,"  her  father  went  on. 
"  It  will  only  be  for  a  few  days,  and  I  should 
much  object  to  his  scraping  acquaintance 
with  you." 

Again  Laura  obliged  herself  to  say 
nothing,  but  she  did  not  feel  sure  that 
she  should  obey.  That  she  was  neither 
helped  nor  hindered  in  her  every-day  life 
seemed  to  her  sufficient  excuse  for  following 
her  own  judgment,  and  the  perplexing  and 
increasing  likeness  she  saw  in  the  stranger 
to  Geoffrey  exercised  a  sort  of  fascination 
over  her,  and  gave  her  a  strong  desire  to  see 
him  whenever  she  could,  even  if  it  was  only 
at  a  distance.  Indeed  she  had  almost  made 
up  her  mind  to  seek  for  an   opportunity  of 
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speaking  to  him,  that  the  illusion — for  she 
told  herself  it  could  be  nothing  else  — might 
once  for  all  be  destroyed.  Her  silence  was 
unnoticed  by  her  father,  but  Bernard  looking 
at  her  felt  sure  that  she  intended  to  disobey. 

After  luncheon  he  and  Edith  strolled  out 
and  wandered  up  and  down  the  terrace. 

'^  It  is  not  a  very  pleasant  idea  having 
this  man  of  whom  father  was  speaking  about 
here,  so  that  one  might  meet  him  at  an}' 
moment,"  said  Edith,  looking  round,  as  if 
afraid  she  would  iind  him  listening. 

'^  No,  not  pleasant,  certainly.  I  have 
often  thought  it  would  be  better  to  make 
inquiries  before  giving  any  one  the  run  of 
the  place,  but  your  father  is  too  kind  and 
hospitable  for  that.  However,  I  don't  think 
he  has  any  other  reason  for  thinking  badly 
of  this  man  than  that  he  has  declined  to 
make  acquaintances.'' 

^'  Oh,  that   is   quite  enough  for  father  I  " 
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answered  Edith,  laughing  merrily  ;  and  the- 
subject  of  their  conversation  passing  at  that 
moment  amongst  the  trees,  out  of  earshot 
but  within  sight  of  their  bright  faces,  felt  as 
he  stopped  for  a  moment  to  look  at  them  as 
lovers,  that  he  could  do  so  without  a  sigh. 

'^  That  difficulty  is  over,"  he  said  to  him- 
self, as  he  strolled  far  into  the  woods; 
''  and  now  I  can  speak  to  Laura  with  a 
clear  conscience." 
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CARNATIONS. 

Lingering  at  his  breakfast  the  next  morning, 
Oeo&ey  mused  over  the  littleness  of  things 
which  can  strongly  influence  daily  life,  and 
smiled  to  himself  at  the  difficulty  he  felt 
in  finding  an  excuse  for  leaving  his  lodgings 
four  days  before  his  time  was  up.  It  was 
impossible  to  discover  anything  to  find 
fault  with,  Mrs.  Butler  made  him  perfectly 
comfortable,  he  had  had  no  letters,  and 
had  not  even  seen  a  newspaper,  and  his 
appetite  had  already  so  much  improved 
that  he  could  not  make  a  pretence  of 
illness. 

^'It   seems    to  me,"    he   said  to  himself, 
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^'that  having  placed  myself  here,  I  must 
stay  for  the  appointed  time,  if  I  wish 
to  avoid  remarks  ;  but  I  would  be  off  this 
very  moment  if  I  could  find  an  excuse,  and 
hasten  back  again  in  my  own  proper  person 
to  beg  Laura  from  her  father." 

Then  he  went  on  to  think  of  the  several 
times  on  which  he  had  seen  the  sisters — at 
a  respectful  distance  for  the  most  part,  as 
any  casual  passer-by  might  have  done,  so 
that  there  had  been  no  intrusiveness  in  his 
observation ;  and  on  two  occasions,  when  he 
had  met  Laura,  face  to  face,  he  had 
constrained  himself  to  do  nothing  but  bow. 
He  had  in  no  way  presumed  upon  his 
disguise ;  he  had  put  himself  into  a  delicate 
position,  and  had  behaved  with  delicacy; 
so  far  he  had  nothing  to  reproach  himself 
with,  but  the  sooner  he  got  out  of  it  the 
better. 

He    supposed   that    in    the    character  of 
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Mr.  Phillips  his  refusal  of  a  visit  from 
Mr.  Hilton,  had  put  a  stop  to  any  further 
offer  of  civility ;  but  it  had  not  entered  his 
mind  that  Bernard  Offord  would  be  likely 
to  notice  Thornage's  lodger,  or  that  since 
yesterday  morning  he  had  watched  him 
often  and  carefully,  that  he  had  seen  him 
pass  Laura  in  the  oak  wood,  and  had  been 
ready  to  start  forward  at  a  moment's  notice 
if  he  had  presumed  to  speak  to  her. 

Yet  convinced  as  Bernard  felt  of  his 
identity  when  before  his  eyes,  he  invariably 
wavered  during  his  absence,  having  no 
proofs,  and  being  unable  to  guess  at  a 
motive  for  disguise;  and,  after  all,  his 
strongest  reason  for  suspicion  was  Laura's 
embarrassment  whenever  the  stranger's 
name  was  mentioned.  She  must  at  least 
see  the  same  likeness  which  had  struck  him 
so  forcibly;  but  when  he  had  tried  to 
approach  the  subject  with  her,  she  had  so 
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quickly  and  decidedly  avoided  it,  that  he 
felt  he  could  not  thrust  himself  into  her 
confidence. 

"  That  fellow  at  Thornage's  seems  to  be 
behaving  himself  very  well,"  said  Mr. 
Hilton ;  and  even  Bernard  could  say  nothing 
to  the  contrary,  and  do  nothing  but  observe 
him  carefully. 

'^  It's  magistrate's  day,  and  Master  and 
Miss  Edith  11  be  away  to  Mornington,  and 
Gray  says  he'll  show  you  the  greenhouses, 
if  you  like,  su*,"  said  Thornage,  coming  in 
after  breakfast  to  speak  to  Mr.  Phillips. 

^'I  should  like  it,  but  there  are  are  other 
ladies  in  the  house — I  might  be  in  their 
way,"  said  Geoffrey. 

•'  Oh,  there's  only  Miss  Laura,  and  she's 
mostly  away  in  the  woods,"  answered 
Thornage ;  and  then  he  waited  to  show  the 
way,  which  Geoffrey  knew  perfectly  of  old. 

The  greenhouses  were  a  blaze  of  flowers. 


CARNATIONS.  137 

which  the  head  gardener  was  delighted  to 
show;  and  with  the  idea  that,  in  spite  of 
his  name,  Mr.  Phillips  was  a  foreigner,  he 
had  a  great  deal  to  ask  concerning  the 
plants  of  other  countries.  The  crowning 
glory  of  the  place  at  this  time  of  the  year 
was,  as  Geoffrey  well  remembered,  the 
forced  carnations,  which  they  came  to  last 
of  all,  where  he  stood  lost  in  what  Gray 
fondly  hoped  was  speechless  admiration, 
but  which  was  in  reahty  an  overpowering 
memory  of  that  evening,  a  year  ago,  when, 
while  he  was  still  supposed  to  be  an  invalid, 
he  had  hurried  out  for  flowers  for  Laura, 
-and  had  returned  with  a  handful  of  her 
favourites. 

^^  Miss  Laura  sets  mighty  store  by  these, 
sir,"  remarked  Gray,  as  if  answering  his 
thoughts;  ''Ellis — that's  the  ladies'  maid — 
comes  most  days  and  picks  some  for 
her." 
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Geoffrey  roused  himself  and  looked 
round,  just  in  time  to  see  a  woman's 
dress  disappearing  through  the  further 
door,  and  unconscious  that  a  moment 
before  Laura  had  stood  watching  him 
from  behind  a  screen  of  leaves.  The 
dress  belonged  to  Ellis,  of  course,  and 
he  was  glad  that  he  had  escaped  the 
scrutiny  of  her  sharp  eyes.  Beautiful  as 
flowers  were,  he  was  not  disposed  to  linger. 
Gray's  talk  worried  him ;  so  after  receiving 
a  small  bunch  of  perfect  blossoms,  he  hurried 
away,  longing  to  be  alone  with  the  thoughts 
which  they  had  sent  crowding  into  his 
mind. 

Passing  through  a  corner  of  the  garden 
in  view  of  the  house,  he  saw  Laura  in  the 
distance,  walking  slowly,  and  evidently 
on  her  way  to  the  Look-out.  Seized 
with  a  sudden  fancy,  he  turned  aside  into 
the  oak  wood,  which  on  that  side  came  up 
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to  the  edge  of  the  lawn ;  and  knowing  of 
a  short  cut  by  means  of  which  he  could 
get  there  before  her,  he  hurried  on,  and 
laying  the  carnations  at  the  foot  of  a  pine- 
tree  which  he  knew  was  her  favourite 
place,  he  went  on  a  little  further  where 
the  young  leaves  were  thick  enough  to  hide 
him,  and  he  could  watch  her  unseen.  He 
would  not  speak  to  her  if  he  could  help 
it — it  would  make  things  easier  for  her 
by-and-bye  with  her  father :  but  his  desire 
of  testing  her  affection  had  become  un- 
controllable, and  he  knew  that  his  flowers 
would  bear  a  message  from  him. 

Left  by  herself  for  the  day,  as  soon  as 
her  father  and  Edith  had  driven  away, 
Laura  went  into  the  garden  intending,  if 
she  could,  to  be  contented  without  her 
usual  walk.  From  thence  she  had  seen 
the  stranger  conducted  to  the  greenhouses 
by   Gray   and    Thornage ;   and  seeing   that 
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an  opportunity  had  come  of  setting  her 
doubts  at  rest  she  had  at  once  resolved  to 
go  in  by  the  further  entrance,  and  in  a 
manner  which  would  seem  quite  natural, 
go  forward  and  speak  to  him ;  for  this 
likeness  was  so  tormenting,  and  this  fancy, 
she  assured  herself,  so  unreasonable,  that 
she  could  know  no  peace  until  she  had 
seen  him  face  to  face  and  assured  herself 
once  for  all  that  he  was  a  stranger — or — 
Geoffrey !  But  her  courage  had  suddenly 
failed  her,  and  looking  at  him  from  behind 
a  screen  of  leaves  she  had  doubted,  and 
believed,  and  doubted  again ;  and  feeling 
at  the  last  moment  that  she  could  not  face 
him  before  others,  turned  away  before  he 
had  awakened  from  the  silence  which  had 
fallen  upon  him  on  his  first  sight  of  the 
flowers  which  spoke  to  him  of  her. 

It  was  no  longer  possible  to  be  contented 
with  the  garden,  and  the  day  was  so  warm 
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and  sunny  it  was  unreasonable  to  expect 
her  to  stay  at  home.  It  was  vexatious 
that  her  father  should  have  laid  any 
injunctions  upon  her,  and  impossible  that 
slie  could  follow  them ;  and  after  all  he 
had  only  said  that  ^^it  would  be  better 
that  she  should  not  wander  far  from  the 
house,"  so  succeeding  pretty  well  in  quieting 
her  scruples,  she  took  her  own  way  and 
followed  her  own  thoughts. 

She  strolled  slowly  along,  for  she  had 
the  whole  day  to  dispose  of  as  she  pleased, 
and  was  too  restless  and  excited  to  settle 
down  to  any  of  her  usual  occupations. 
She  must  put  an  end  to  this  miserable 
uncertainty,  and  if  she  could  meet  the 
stranger  alone  her  courage  would  be  equal 
to  the  task,  but  with  other  eyes  upon  her 
she  could  do  nothing. 

She  was  a  long  time  on  the  road,  Geoffrey 
thought     to     himself,    watching    with     im- 
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patience.  After  all,  she  might  not  be  coming 
that  way  just  then,  and  he  must  leave  his 
flowers  to  speak  of  him,  and  only  guess  at 
the  answer  he  longed  to  receive ;  but 
presently  he  saw  her  in  the  distance,  and 
his  heart  beat  so  quickly  that  he  wondered 
to  himself  that  he  could  ever  have  doubted 
of  the  power  she  held  over  him. 

Coming  forward  wearily  and  listlessly,  it 
was  not  until  almost  at  the  foot  of  the  tree 
that  Laura's  eyes  lighted  upon  the  flowers, 
and  then  with  flushed  cheeks  and  eager 
hands,  she  sprang  forward  and  raised  them 
to  her  face. 

^^  Geoffrey  I"  she  cried  aloud,  looking 
round  her  with  startled  eyes,  and  for  a 
moment  his  resolution  failed  ;  he  must 
speak,  he  must  tell  her  that  the  long  waiting 
was  over,  and  that  he  gave  to  her  equal 
love  for  that  which  he  could  no  longer  doubt 
she  still   felt   for  him;    but    care    for   her 
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restrained  him.  He  would  not  startle  her 
into  an  acknowledgment  which  he  should 
delight  to  win  from  her  when  free  from  his 
disguise,  nor  had  he  any  right  to  put  her 
at  such  a  disadvantage  with  her  father  and 
every  one  else,  as  must  be  the  case  if  it 
should  become  known  that  they  had  met  in 
defiance  of  authority,  and  as  if  ashamed  of 
themselves  ;  and  not  daring  to  trust  himself 
any  longer,  after  seeing  that  her  face  grew 
bright  and  happy,  and  that  his  flowers  were 
raised  over  and  over  again  to  her  lips,  he 
hurried  away. 

"  In  two  days  more,  dear,  I  hope  to  be 
with  you,"  he  said  to  himself,  as  he  walked 
quickly  back  to  his  lodgings,  where  he 
astonished  Mrs.  Butler  by  announcing  that 
he  had  suddenly  made  up  his  mind  to  do 
something  else,  and  wished  to  leave  the  next 
morning  as  early  as  she  could  arrange  to  get 
him  and  his  luggage  taken  to  Mornington. 
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'^  You  didn't  find  the  eggs  bad  this  morn-^ 
ing,  sir  ? "  she  asked  anxiously,  not  being 
able  to  imagine  any  other  possible  reason  for 
his  sudden  departure. 

^^No,  Mrs.  Butler;  they — like  everything 
else  you  have  given  me — were  perfect ;  but, 
you  know,  the  best  of  us  are  not  always 
reasonable,  and  I  have  taken  a  fancy  to  be 
off,  and  do  something  in  a  hurry  which  I  had 
thought  might  wait." 

^'  Well,  sir,  I  can  only  say  I'm  sorry,  and 
I've  done  my  best ;  and  I  do  hope  they  won't 
say  up  at  the  house  as  I  couldn't  make  you 
comfortable." 

'^  Oh,  I'll  take  care  of  that,"  answered 
Greoffrey  carelessly,  and  then  corrected  him- 
self and  added:  "'  Of  course,  I  mean  that  I 
should  be  glad  to  tell  everybody  how 
splendidly  you  have  treated  me,  and  what  a 
first-rate  place  it  is  to  stay  at.  Why,  Mrs. 
Butler,  I  shall  be  quite  -  sorry  to  leave  you, 
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although    I    have    only    known   you   three 
days." 

He  held  out  his  hand  and  gave  hers  a 
kindly  clasp ;  and  she  went  away  somewhat 
comforted,  thinking  to  herself,  with  a  smile, 
that  there  did  not  seem  much  ^^  sorrow  about 
him ;"  for  almost  before  she  closed  the  door 
he  was  getting  his  things  together,  and 
whistling  a  lively  little  Spanish  love-song. 
Even  he  scarcely  knew  himself  in  his  new 
mood,  and  felt  as  if  he  could  safely  defy 
recognition  from  those  who  had  only  seen 
him  in  the  days  when  he  had  not  known 
what  it  was  to  be  haj)py. 
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CHAPTER      XI. 

FACE    TO    FACE. 

A  VAGUE  uneasiness  and  sense  of  being  wanted 
at  home  induced  Bernard  to  refuse  an  invita- 
tion to  meet  Mr.  Hilton  and  Edith  at  an 
informal  dinner  at  the  house  of  a  brother 
magistrate,  when  business  was  over,  and  it 
was  scarcely  five  o'clock  when  he  rode  up  to 
his  own  door.  Nothing  but  necessity  would 
have  kept  him  from  devoting  that  day  to  the 
investigation  of  Thornage's  lodger,  of  whom 
he  had  become  increasingly  suspicious.  It 
was  quite  likely  that  he  was  wrong  in  be- 
lieving him  to  be  Poland  in  disguise,  but  he 
was  convinced  that  he  was  not  what  he 
appeared   to   be,    and   the  pertinacity  with 
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which  he  haunted  those  parts  of  the  park 
and  woods  where  Laura  was  generally  to  be 
found,  and  yet  refrained  from  speaking  to 
her,  filled  him  with  uncomfortable  curiosity. 

Having  given  Lam-a  a  careless  warning, 
and  made  a  protest  against  the  stranger's 
unsociability,  Mr.  Hilton  had  thought  little 
more  about  the  matter,  and  had  no  more 
scruple  than  usual  in  leaving  his  always 
neglected  daughter  to  take  care  of  herself 
while  he  and  Edith  spent  the  day  with  their 
friends.  Bernard  felt  that  it  was  not  alto- 
gether just  that  he  should  be  blamed  for 
following  his  usual  ways  and  leaving  Laura 
to  do  exactly  what  seemed  good  in  her  own 
eyes;  but  if  some  day  ^'mischief  should 
befall  her,"  he  would  find  it  difficult  to  hold 
her  father  excused. 

As  soon  as  he  had  given  his  horse  to  tlie 
groom,  he  took  his  way — scarcely  knowing 
why  he  did  so — towards  Thornage's  cottage ; 
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but  even  if  the  time  was  not  well  chosen ^ 
there  was  no  reason  why  he  should  not  seek 
the  meeting  which  had  never  yet  directly 
come  to  pass,  and  he  was  beginning  to  feel 
that  there  was  a  certain  injustice  in  harbour- 
ing suspicions  the  truth  of  which  he  had  not 
yet  taken  the  trouble  to  investigate. 

Crossing  the  end  of  the  flower-garden, 
which  was  the  shortest  way  from  Offord  to 
Thornage's  cottage,  he  was  just  in  time  to 
see  Laura  pass  into  the  oak  wood  before  him, 
apparently  bound  for  the  same  place.  It  was 
not  late — only  half-past  five,  and  the  days 
were  lengthening  fast — but  he  knew  that  if 
her  father  had  been  at  home  she  would  not 
have  been  there,  and  more  than  ever  con- 
vinced that  it  was  right  that  some  one 
should  be  on  the  watch,  after  a  moment's 
hesitation,  he  followed  her. 

Since  her  first  meeting  with  the  stranger 
in    the   wood    Laura  had  known  no  peace. 
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T'he  whole  interest  of  her  life  being  centred 
in  one  person,  it  was  to  him  that  all  her 
thoughts  turned,  and  every  fresh  occurrence 
seemed  to  point  to  him ;  but  she  was  suth- 
ciently  aware  of  her  own  weakness  to  be 
anxious  to  guard  against  it,  and  until  to-day 
had  been  moderately  successful.  That  the 
stranger  had  suggested  Geoffrey  when  they 
first  met  and  bowed  in  silence,  and  that  the 
feeling  of  familiarity  had  groTvm  on  each 
following  occasion  might — she  tried  to  per- 
suade herself — be  merely  the  result  of  her 
own  imagination,  unduly  concentrated  on 
one  point ;  but  to-day  she  knew  there  was 
something  more,  and  that  in  some  measure 
her  fancies  were  justified.  Her  favourite 
flowers  laid  at  the  foot  of  her  favourite  seat ! 
This  could  be  no  delusion  of  a  mind  grown 
weak  by  indulgence  of  an  absorbing  senti- 
ment, and  she  could  know  no  rest  until  the 
truth  had  been  made  clear  to  her.     The  way 
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seemed  simple  when  she  came  to  think  over 
it ;  she  needed  only  to  hear  the  stranger's 
voice,  and  everv  doubt  must  be  set  at  rest. 
If  she  met  him  wearing  the  flowers,  if  he 
were  indeed  Geoffrey,  he  could  scarcely  pass 
her  by  ;  and  should  this  occasion  fail,  she 
would  not  scruple  to  go  on  to  the  cottage, 
trustino-  to  the  moment  to  furnish  her  with 
an  excuse,  not  of  speaking  to  him,  but  of 
liearing  his  voice. 

Bernard  seeing  the  direction  she  was 
taking,  and  hastening  after  her,  decided  that 
the  inevitable  time  had  come  for  saying 
a  word  of  warning.  If  this  mysterious 
stranger  should  really  prove  to  be  Poland, 
he  was  behaving  dishonourably,  and  at  all 
risks  Laura  should  be  warned  against  him  ; 
so  argued  the  man,  whose  straightforward 
and  unimaginative  mind  had  never  troubled 
him  with  uncertainties.  That  she  was  on 
her   way   to    a    meeting   which    had    been 
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planned  between  tliem,  he  could  scarcely 
doubt ;  and  he  felt  an  infinite  pity  for  this 
neglected  girl,  who  T\T.th  every  phase  of 
mind  unguided,  could  not  be  expected  to 
know  or  care  what  seemed  right  in  the 
eyes  of  others.  But  whatever  else  was 
uncertain,  his  path  was  clear,  knowing,  or 
perhaps  he  should  say  guessing,  what  seemed 
to  have  struck  no  one  else,  on  him  was 
thrust  the  duty  of  remonstrance  ;  and  even 
if  he  had  felt  no  anxiety  for  her  or  care  for 
her  well-being,  her  claim  upon  him  as 
Edith's  sister  was  too  strong  to  be  set  aside. 

There  was  still  a  long  stretch  of  narrow 
path  and  a  sharp  turning  between  Laura 
and  Thornage's  cottage,  when  Bernard, 
by  means  of  a  short  cut,  met  her  face  to 
face. 

'^  I  thought  it  was  you,  Laura,  and 
hastened  after  you ;  it  is  late  for  you  to  be 
turning  away  from  home,"  he  said,  lightly. 
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anxious  to   conceal  all  motive  beyond  that 
of  friendly  protection. 

^^  Father  and  Edith  have  gone  out  for 
the  day ;  there  is  no  need  for  me  to  be  home 
early/''  she  answered. 

'^  No  need  but  your  o^vn  good.  You  will 
be  benighted  if  you  think  of  going  further ; 
but  it  will  not  matter  now  that  I  am  here  to 
take  care  of  you." 

He  had  not  failed  to  see  her  embarrass- 
ment and  discomfort,  but  thought  it  wiser 
not  to  notice  it. 

''  Thank  you,  Bernard,  I  am  accustomed 
to  walking  by  myself,  and  I — I  like  it," 
she  answered. 

' '  Yes,  I  know  it  is  pleasant ;  but  this  is 
not  quite  the  time  I  should  choose  if  I  were 
you — when  yom^  father  is  away,  and  there 
is  a  stranger  about,  whose  acquaintance 
he  does  not  wish  you  to  make." 

^'  And  Avhat  may  be  the  matter  with  the 
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stranger?"  asked  Laura,  haughtily,  her 
old  spirit  of  contrariety  rising  strongly 
within  her. 

'^  I  know  scarcely  as  much  about  him 
even  as  you  do,"  answered  Bernard,  looking 
at  her  keenly.  '^  And  very  likely  he  is 
all  right,  but  people  of  as  much  experience 
as  your  father  and  I  have,  know  that 
strangers  are  apt  sometimes  to  scrape 
acquaintance  that  is  hardly  to  be  desired, 
and  may  afterwards  be  disagreeable,  and 
we  all  know  that  it  is  a  privilege  to  be  on 
speaking  terms  with  a  Miss  Hilton." 

His  words  ended  in  jest,  but  Laura's  own 
thoughts  supplied  them  with  a  second 
meaning  which  she  resented. 

^' Thank  you!  I  am  quite  accustomed 
to  taking  care  of  myself,  and  I  am  not 
afraid  that  any  one  will  '  scrape  an 
acquaintance  '  with  me  that  I  do  not  desire ; 
at  any  rate,  I  may  suppose  myself  safe  from 
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such  annoyance  in  my  father's  woods.  You 
can  have  nothing  to  take  you  further  in 
this  direction,  and  I  am  fond  of  a  solitary 
walk,  so  I  will  say  good- night." 

^^  Laura,  my  dear,  in  spite  of  your  polite 
dismissal  I  am  not  going  to  leave  you  here 
alone,''  answered  Bernard,  with  brotherly 
kindness,  but  unmistakeable  obstinacy. 
^'  You  may  say  that  it  is  not  late  for  you 
to  be  out,  but  it  is  later  than  your  father 
would  like,  and  there  are  reasons — Laura, 
you,  too,  may  imagine  that  there  are  reasons 
why  you  should  not  Avander  about  alone 
while  this  doubtful  stranger,  who  has  refused 
our  acquaintance,  is  likely  to  intrude  upon 
you  at  any  moment." 

Laura  grew  paler  while  he  spoke,  but 
after  a  scarcely  perceptible  hesitation^ 
answered  coldly — 

^^I  cannot,  of  course,  pretend  to  under- 
stand these  dark  hints  against  the  character 
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of  a  gentleman  of  whom  we  know  nothing ; 
and  as  I  have  not  the  least  fear  of  any 
annoyance  I  will  go  my  own  way." 

"  Take  another  path,  Laura !  Do  not 
go  directly  in  the  way  of  Thornage's 
cottage ! " 

^^  Bernard!  you  are  almost  insulting! 
Do  you  mean  to  imply " 

*^  Do  not  let  us  quarrel,  Laura,"  he  inter- 
rupted ;  ^'but  it  will  be  best  for  me  to 
speak  plainly.  AVhat  I  mean  is  this — that 
you  and  I  have  both  seen  that  there  is  some 
mystery  about  this  stranger ;  perhaps  the 
same  thought  has  struck  us  both,  at  any 
rate  we  are  both  anxious  to  set  some  doubts 
at  rest.  I  am  very  far  from  wishing  to 
offend  you,  but  I  think  you  were  bent  on 
some  such  errand,  and  I  beg  of  you  to 
reconsider  and  to  turn  back.  Shall  I  speak 
more  plainly?" 

^^No,     no!"      answered     Laura    hastily, 
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slirinking  from  having  her  own  thoughts 
put  into  words.  '^  I  will  go  back,  but  I  will 
go  alone." 

''  Certainly;  I  should  not  think  of  intruding 
upon  you  a  moment  longer  than  I  feel  to 
be  absolutely  necessary.  Do  not  be  vexed 
with  me,  Laura.  I  would  do  anything  for 
your  good."  He  held  out  his  hand  but  she 
would  not  take  it,  and  turning  abruptly 
away,  hurried  back  towards  home  in  anger 
and  humihation. 

She  would  never  forgive  Bernard's  inter- 
ference. What  right  had  he —  ?  But  almost 
before  the  thought  was  formed  in  her  mind 
it  was  arrested,  and  she  stood  still,  pale  and 
trembling,  for  through  the  wood  behind  her 
rang  the  sharp  whistle  of  a  shot,  followed  by 
a  loud  cry,  and  after  a  momentary  pause  of 
horror,  she  tui'ned  and  ran  swiftly  back  to 
the  place  where  she  had  parted  from  him  in 
anger. 


FACE    TO    FACE.  157 

It  took  but  a  minute  or  two,  but  it  seemed 
to  her  that  into  that  short  space  of  time  were 
crowded  years  of  regret  and  sorrow.  The 
cry  was  his,  the  silence  must  be  his  death ; 
and  when  she  turned  the  corner  of  the  path- 
way and  found  him  lying  there  with  pale 
face  and  closed  eyes,  she  sank  on  her  knees 
beside  him,  crying,  ''  Bernard  !  Bernard  !  " 
and  lifting  his  helpless  hand,  bathed  it  with 
her  tears,  murmuring  to  herself  in  unrea- 
sonable agony,  that  she,  in  her  anger,  had 
been  responsible  for  his  death. 

But  a  loud  crashing  through  the  wood 
aroused  her,  and  a  moment  after  Thornage's 
lodger  stood  beside  her. 

'^  Good  God !  Offord  ! "  he  exclaimed;  and 
at  the  sound  of  his  voice  doubt  became 
certainty. 

^^  Is  he  dead — GeofPrey  ?"  she  asked,  look- 
ing up  at  him  with  eyes  intensely  questioning. 

It  was  no  time  for  explanation,  and  kneel- 
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ing  down  beside  her,  he  made  a  silent  and 
hurried  examination. 

*^  I  think — I  believe  he  is  alive,"  he  said, 
with  a  momentary  clasp  of  her  hand;  ''  and 
now  you  must  leave  me  here  and  run  for 
help." 

A  sudden  terror  came  into  her  mind. 
^^  Who  did  it?"  she  asked,  scarcely  daring 
to  give  voice  to  her  thought. 

'^  I  do  not  know,  I  cannot  guess  :  but  it  is 
no  time  to  think  of  that,  everv  moment  is 
precious  !  "  but  while  speaking  he  raised  her 
from  the  ground  with  a  tenderness  which, 
she  felt  with  shame,  sent  her  on  her  way, 
even  at  that  terrible  moment,  with  joy  at 
her  heart. 
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morris's  treasure. 

Morris  had  so  far  kept  his  promise  to  Laura 
three  months  before  that  he  had  at  once  taken 
his  gun  to  a  neighbouring  town  and  given 
it  into  the  care  of  his  friend  the  gunsmith ; 
but,  while  desiring  him  to  sell  it,  he  had  put 
such  a  high  price  upon  it  as  to  be  almost 
equal  to  a  prohibition.  It  was  too  great  a 
favomite  to  be  lightly  parted  with,  and, 
although  ^\dshing  to  do  what  was  right,  he 
saw  no  uecessity  for  an  overstrained  punc- 
tuality in  fulfilling  a  promise  which  he 
felt  that  not  one  man  in  a  thousand  would 
have  given  unasked. 

The  gun  was  a  good  one,  and  no  doubt 
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in  its  best  days  had  cost  a  great  deal  of 
money ;  but  it  had  had  many  misfortunes, 
and  by  the  time  it  came  into  his  hands 
had  gone  through  an  amount  of  patching 
and  mending  that  would  have  caused  some 
distrust  to  an  ordinary  mind,  but  to  him 
seemed  only  a  guarantee  of  its  intrinsic 
value.  If  the  barrels  had  beer  bad  who 
would  have  cared  to  give  them  a  new  ;stock  ? 
while  if  the  new  wood  had  not  been  well 
seasoned  and  of  undoubted  grain,  it  would 
never  have  been  added  to  such  a  splendid 
^^bit  of  browning"  as  this  weapon,  which 
had  already  brought  him  into  so  much 
trouble.  The  gunsmith  at  Codlingbourne 
felt  that  his  friend  Morris  had  put  him  into 
somewhat  of  a  dilemma.  He  had  sold  him 
the  gun  as  a  bargain,  giving  it  far  more 
than  merited  praise,  but  he  could  not  agree 
to  the  extravagant  admiration  bestowed 
upon    it    by   its    present    owner,    and    was 
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scarcely  prepared  to  promise  that  lie  could 
get  for  it  the  same  price  that  he  had  received 
nearly  a  year  before.  It  had  not  from  the 
beginning  been  quite  an  honest  transaction 
on  his  part,  for  he  knew  that  a  man  in 
Morris's  position  had  no  business  with  a  gun, 
and  would  be  rather  shy  of  sliowing  it  to 
those  who  would  be  best  able  to  judge  of 
its  merits ;  therefore — although  while  selling 
it  he  had  expressed  his  opinion  that  it  was 
one  of  the  few  good  guns  of  the  age — he  vf as 
not  altogether  pleased  at  having  it  returned 
to  him  for  sale.  In  the  first  flush  of  pride  at 
being  able  to  a:fford  such  a  possession,  Morris 
had  willingly  given  a  five-pound  note  for  it, 
feeling  a  simple  confidence  in  the  integrity 
of  a  man  to  whom  such  treasures  were 
common,  and  its  value  being  rather  increased 
than  diminished  in  his  estimation  by  all  the 
difficulties  into  which  it  had  brought  him,  he 
was  not  disposed  to  part  with  it  at  a  sacrifice. 

VOL.  in.  ,  M 
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The  gunsmith  had  sent  him  word  several 
davs  before  that  a  friend  of  his  from  the 
other  side  of  Mornington  wanted  a  gun  of 
that  description,  and  wished  for  a  meeting 
at  the  "  Rising  Sun,"  just  outside  the  gates 
of  Blithefield  to  see  it  and  discuss  its  merits, 
and  Morris  had  been  anxiously  waiting  for 
an  opportunity  for  bringing  it  home  again 
unnoticed.  Knowing  that  while  ''  Master 
and  Miss  Edith  "  were  out  he  might  safely 
reckon  on  two  or  three  hours  to  himself,  he 
had  walked  over  to  Codlingbourne,  and  after 
a  friendly  glass  or  two  with  the  gunsmith, 
had  taken  his  cherished  favourite  to  pieces 
with  tender  care,  and  packed  it  into  an 
unsuspicious-looking  bro^vn  paper  parcel,  and 
taking  it  under  his  arm,  had  reached  the 
Blitheiield  woods  unnoticed,  but  here  tempta- 
tion had  become  too  strong  for  him.  There 
could  be  no  harm  in  unpacking  it  and 
j)utting  it  together  once  more  at  his  leisure, 
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noticing  the  perfection  of  its  fit  and  the 
beauty  of  all  its  appointments,  and  then, 
when  this  was  done  and  the  cartridges  were 
slipped  into  their  places  that  it  might  be  all 
complete,  it  seemed  quite  foolish  to  take  it 
apart  again.  He  could  easily  hide  it  behind 
a  tree  until  night,  and  then  smuggle  it  into 
his  own  room  over  the  stable  unnoticed, 
and  meanwhile  the  mere  act  of  carrying 
it  over  his  shoulder  was  an  indescribable 
pleasure. 

He  should  not  at  all  mind  meeting 
Thornage  or  one  of  the  keepers,  it  would 
be  easy  enough  to  explain  to  them  what 
he  was  doing,  and  the  '^Master"  was 
safely  out  of  the  way,  so  he  walked  along 
light  of  heart  at  having  his  treasure  once 
more  in  his  possession,  when,  looking 
through  the  trees  before  going  round  a 
corner,  he  saw  Bernard  Offord  not  twenty 
yards    before   him ;    the   man   of  all    others 
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whose  just  severity  he  had  reason  to  fear^ 
and  to  whom  it  would  be  ahnost  impossibly 
difficult  to  give  a  satisfactory  explanation 
of  the  fact  that  the  gun  which  he  had 
promised  to  sell  was  still  in  his  possession. 
Reasoning     with     himself      quickly    but 

clearly   Morris    could    see   no   better  course 

t/ 

than  concealment.  He  wished  to  do  what 
was  right,  he  honestly  intended  to  keep 
his  word  ;  but  if  he  was  caught  with  his 
gun  in  his  hand,  how  could  he  expect 
any  one  to  believe  in  the  innocence  of  his 
intentions  who  was  beforehand  prepared 
to  judge  him  ? 

Quietly  and  hastily  he  slipped  behind 
some  budding  hawthorns  already  thick 
enougli  to  hide  him,  trusting  that  the 
sound  of  his  own  footsteps  would  hinder, 
the  '^  young  squire "  from  detecting  his 
presence.  A  turn  in  the  path  would  bring 
them    within    a    few    yards    of    each    other, 
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but  the  underwood  made  a  good  screen 
and  there  was  little  to  fear,  nor  was  there 
time  for  considering  the  danger  which 
w^as  already  close  at  hand;  but  while 
Morris  held  his  breath,  expecting  in 
another  moment  to  be  safe,  Bernard 
stopped  suddenly  as  if  to  listen,  and  in 
his  fright  and  surprise  Morris  threw  up  his 
arm,  his  gun  got  entangled  in  the  branches, 
there  was  a  flash,  a  report,  a  cry,  and  then 
silence,  and  in  his  first  agony  of  fear  and 
horror  he  turned  and  ran. 

A  few  minutes  later  Laura,  hurrying  to 
the  house  for  help,  met  him  returning  down 
the  narrow  pathway. 

^' Miss  Laura — is  he  dead?"  he  asked, 
with  voice  so  hollow  and  cheeks  so  pale 
that  she  instantly  guessed  at  half  the 
mystery. 

"  Thank  God !  no,  but  we  must  run 
for    help,"    she   answered ;     and    then,     as 
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Morris's  danger  suddenly  struck  her,  she 
asked  eagerly,  ^^  What  have  you  done 
with  it,  Morris  ?     Where  is  the  gun  ? " 

'^  I've  hid  her  in  the  fork  of  the  big 
ash-tree,  miss ;  no  one  won't  never  think 
of  looking  there.  Miss  Laura,  you  know 
I  never  went  to  do  it ! " 

'^  Of  course,  it  was  an  accident,  but 
people  might  not  believe  it ;  Morris,  you 
know  that  I  shall  never  tell !  Now  run 
to  the  house,  you  can  go  quicker  than  I 
can,   and  bring  heljD." 

Only  too  glad  to  follow  Laura's  well- 
meant  but  ill-considered  advice  Morris 
hurried  away.  Of  course  no  one  would 
understand,  it  made  him  shiver  as  he 
thought  how  easily  it  might  all  be  mis- 
understood, and  a  simple  confession  of  the 
truth  seemed  impossible,  but  he  had  little 
time  for  thought  as  he  ran  panting  and 
trembling  towards  the  house. 
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''  Lord  bless  us  !  Mr.  Offord  shot  ?"  cried 
Stephens,  who  was  indulging  in  a  pipe 
out  of  doors,  as  he  would  not  be  called 
upon  to  wait  at  table  that  evening,  and 
was  the  first  person  whom  Morris  came 
across.  ''  Bless  my  soul !  are  they  bring- 
ing him  here  ? "  he  went  on,  and  Morris 
for  the  first  time  remembered  that  on  that 
point  he  had  no  orders. 

^^  I  don't  knoAY,"  he  said;  ^' Miss  Laura's 
there,  and  told  me  to  run  for  help." 

^'  Dear,  dear  !  "  cried  Stephens,  nervously  ; 
'^  we  must  ask  Mrs.  Hughes.  But  how  ever 
did  it  happen  ?  " 

"  I  don't  know  I  "  said  Morris  desperately  ; 
"but  there's  no  time  to  talk.  I'm  off  back 
again  with  the  men.  Shall  we  bring  him 
here?" 

Their  eager  voices  had  gone  further  than 
they  knew,  and  Mrs.  Hughes  put  her  head 
out  of  a  window  to  ask  what  was  the  matter. 
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''  Mr.  Offord  !  Bless  us  all  !  \yiiatever 
will  Miss  Edith  say  ?  Bring  him  here  ? — of 
course  they  must,  we'll  be  ready  for  them !  " 
and  she  hastened  away,  too  wise  a  woman  to 
be  overcome  by  the  shock  the  news  had 
given  her. 

Meanwhile,  knowing  that  she  could  do  no 
good  by  following  Morris,  Laura  went  back 
to  the  place  where  she  had  left  Bernard. 
During  the  few  minutes  of  her  absence 
Geoffrey  had  not  been  idle,  for  with  quick 
and  skilful  hands  he  had  cut  away  coat 
and .  waistcoat,  and  with  his  owm  handker- 
chief and  Bernard's  had  made  a  hasty 
bandage,  wiiich  had  already  almost  stopped 
the  bleeding  from  wounds  in  his  side  from 
big  shot,  in  a  cartridge  which  Morris  had 
unheedingiy  taken  from  a  mixed  pocketful. 
As  Laura  came  up  Bernard  opened  his  eyes, 
and  found  Geoffrey  bending  over  him. 

"  Why  did  you  do  it,  Poland  ?  "  he  asked 
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<jonfusedly,  trying  to  draw  himself  away 
from  the  suj)porting  arms. 

Geoffrey  drew  back  with  an  involuntary 
movement  of  horror,  which  made  Bernard 
groan  and  close  his  eyes  again. 

'^You  cannot  believe  I  did  it,  Offord!" 
he  cried,  ^^  I  am  as  innocent  as  a  child 
of  a  thought  of  harm  to  you,  Laura 
knows " 

^' Laura,"  said  Bernard  feebly,  stretching 
out  his  hand ;  '^  Laura,  who  did  it  ?  " 

^^  Never  mind  now,  dear  Bernard,"  she 
answered,  kneeling  down  beside  him.  '^  It 
was  not  Geoffrey,  and  no  one  meant  to  do  it ; 
it  was  an  accident." 

^^  Do  you  know?" 

''  Yes,  I  know." 

^' Was  it  Morris?" 

''Hush,  hush  !  no  one  must  hear  you  say 
it ;  keep  quiet  now  until  help  comes." 

''  Laura,"    said    Bernard,    raising   himself 
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slightly,  and  mtli  great  effort ;  ' '  tell  Morris^ 
to  keep  silence,  and  no  one  need  ever  know. 
Poland  forgive  me — I  think  I  scarcely  know 
what  I  say — but  will  you  promise  to  say 
nothing?" 

^'  I  promise,"  answered  Greofcey  quietly, 
^^  and  if  it  will  not  trouble  you  to  keep 
another  secret,  I  will  beg  you  not  to  say  that 
I  have  been  here;  the  explanation  must 
come  another  time,  and  I  believe  Laura  will 
forgive  me.'' 

She  held  out  her  hand  to  him  in  eloquent 
silence,  feeling  that  it  was  no  time  for 
words. 

After  a  moment  or  two  Bernard  spoke 
again.  '^  You  should  not  stay  here, 
Poland,"  he  said;  '^they  think  you  are  a 
stranger  and  will  not  know " 

Laura  looked  up  in  sudden  alarm.  '^  Oh, 
Geoifrey ! " 

''  Do  not  be  afraid,"  he  answered  quietly; 
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^^I  will  go  when  I  am  not  wanted  any 
longer.  I  was  going  to-morrow  in  any  case, 
and  will  come  back  to  you  openly  without 
the  disguise  of  which  I  now  feel  ashamed ; 
but  I  have  taken  no  undue  advantage  of  it, 
and  you  will  not  judge  me,  Laura,  until  I 
have  told  you  all  my  tale." 

^^ I  have  always  trusted  you,"  she  answered. 
'^  Yes,  always ; "  and  then  she  bent  down 
over  Bernard  and  raised  his  head,  and  tried 
by  every  means  to  ease  the  discomfort  of 
his  cramped  and  j)ainful  attitude. 

The  minutes  seemed  hours,  but  before 
many  of  them  had  passed  there  was  a  sound 
of  footsteps  in  the  distance,  and  Morris, 
with  half-a-dozen  men,  came  in  sight. 

^'  Go  on,  Laura,  and  see  that  all  is  ready," 
whispered  Geoffrey,  anxious  to  spare  her 
from  seeing  the  pain  of  removal,  and  she 
went  at  once,  feeling  a  pleasure  in  obeying 
him. 
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Before  speaking  to  the  men,  Geoffrey 
resolved  to  let  Morris  into  his  secret;  it 
was  almost  impossible  to  keep  it  from  him, 
and  as  suspicion  of  having  caused  the  acci- 
dent— to  put  it  in  its  lightest  phase — would 
probably  be  divided  between  them,  he  felt 
it  was  necessary  that  they  should  understand 
each  other,  and  together  guard  against  their 
common  danger.  He  saw  that  Morris  looked 
at  him  inquiringly  at  the  first  sound  of 
his  voice,  and  standing  close  beside  him,  he 
said  in  a  low  tone — 

'^Be  silent,  Morris,  my  friend.  It  is  not 
the  first  time  you  have  done  me  a  good 
turn,"  and  with  a  gasp  of  astonishment 
and  the  apparently  irrelevant  exclamation, 
^^  Miss  Laura!"  he  nodded  his  head  once 
or  twice,  and  turned  to  the  task  of  lifting 
Bernard  as  painlessly  as  possible  on  the 
rough  bed  of  leaves  and  branches,  which  they 
had  spread  upon  a  hurdle  to  receive  him. 
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At  the  side-door  of  the  house  Geofirej 
stopped. 

^^  They  do  not  know  me  here/'  he  said, 
'^  and  I  can  be  of  no  further  use.  No  doubt 
Miss  Laura  has  sent  for  her  father  and  the 
doctor.  If  you  can  be  spared  by-and-by, 
Morris,  I  should  be  glad  if  you  would  bring 
me  news  to  Thornage's  cottage.-' 

And  having  seen  the  wounded  man  re- 
ceived ^^th  tender  care  by  Mrs.  Hughes 
and  Stephens,  and  hearing  that  the  doctor 
was  already  coming  up  the  avenue,  he 
turned  away,  resolving  that  he  would  not 
see  Laura  again  until  he  came  back  to  her  in 
his  proper  character. 
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CHAPTER  XIII. 

AT    FAULT. 

Laura  had  never  felt  the  want  of  sympathy 
between  herself  and  her  belongings  more 
painfully  than  when  called  upon  to  break 
the  news  of  Bernard's  accident  to  her  father 
and  Edith.  By  the  doctor's  advice  she  had 
not  sent  to  them  to  hm-ry  their  return,  for 
they  could  be  of  no  use,  and  it  was  better 
that  they  should  be  spared  the  suspense  of 
that  terrible  hour  before  it  could  be  decided 
for  certain  whether  Bernard's  life  was  in 
instant  danger.  How  severe  the  injury 
might  prove  to  be  could  not  be  judged  at 
present,  and  after  sending  a  messenger  to 
Mornington    to    telegraph    for    a     London 
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surgeon,  the  doctor  could  only  wait  and 
watch,  and  feel  thankful  that  there  was  no 
one  to  harass  him  with  anxious  inquiries  to 
which  he  could  give  no  answer. 

The  mixture  of  anxieties  in  Laura's  mind 
was  so  great  that  she  was  puzzled  to 
discover  their  due  proportions.  That  Ber- 
nard's life  should  be  saved  seemed  at  one 
moment  the  only  thing  worth  wishing  for ; 
after  that  came  the  thought  of  the  importance 
of  Morris's  secret ;  and  then  that  Geoffrey 
should  remain  unknown  and  unsuspected 
seemed  a  matter  of  such  weight  in  both  their 
lives  that  for  the  time  she  forgot  all  other 
cares.  But  the  thought  of  what  his  retm-n 
might  mean  for  her  was  one  that  she  tried  to 
put  aside.  This  was  no  time  for  selfish 
hopes ;  it  was  enough  for  the  present  that  he 
had  come  back  again,  and  the  dreary  daily 
monotony  of  her  life  was  over. 

Mr.  Hilton  and  Edith  were  detained  bv  a 
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mistaken  order  given  to  the  coachman,  far 
beyond  the  time  they  had  intended,  and  it 
was  not  until  nearly  eleven  o'clock  that  they 
reached  home. 

Pale  and  weary  with  anxiety  and  watch- 
ing, Laura's  face,  as  she  came  slowly  down 
stairs  to  meet  them,  was  sufficient  warning 
that  something  was  wrong,  and,  together 
with  the  silent  and  solemn  bow  with  which 
Stephens  received  them  at  the  door,  .made 
Edith  take  sudden  hold  of  her  father's  arm 
and  cling  to  it,  while  he  asked  uneasily,  but 
with  attempted  carelessness — 

^^Well,  Laura,  were  you  getting  alarmed 
about  us  ?  We  are  much  later  than  we  in- 
tended." 

''  No,  father,  I  was  not  afraid  for  you,  but 
we  have  been  wanting  you." 

"  What  is  it?"  asked  Edith,  hastily. 

'  •'  There  has  been  an  accident,  but  it  is  not 
so  bad  as  it  might  have  been.  Bernard  is  here." 
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'^  Bernard  ?  Speak  out,  Laura.  What  is 
it,  Stephens  ?  "  questioned  Mr.  Hilton,  im- 
patiently. 

Stephens  came  forward. 

*'Well,  sir,  Mr.  Offord  has  happened  of 
an  accident,  and  got  shot,  but  Dr.  Reynolds 
thinks  he'll  pull  through,  and  he's  tele- 
grammed  to  Loudon  for  a  surgeon." 

Edith  hung  heavily  on  her  father's  arm, 
and  Laura  came  and  stood  beside  her. 

''It  has  been  a  bad  accident,  father,  but 
the  doctor  thinks  he  will  get  on,  and  so  does 
Mrs.  Hughes.  She  is  Avith  him  now,  but  she 
will  come  and  tell  you  more.  I  told  them 
to  bring  him  here." 

''  Quite  right,"  said  her  father  ;  and  Edith, 
turning  suddenly  to  her,  cried,  ''  Oh,  Laura!" 
and  laid  her  head  on  her  shoulder,  and  in 
her  own  new-found  happiness  Laura  felt 
towards  her  with  infinite  tenderness. 

''  He  will  live — every  one  thinks  he  will 
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live,"    she   whispered,    and    then    held   her 
breath  to  listen  to  her  father's  question. 

'^Who  did  it?"  he  asked,  sternly,  in  a 
voice  which  made  her  long  to  slirink  into  the 
shadow. 

'^  We  don't  kn(jw,  sir ;  we  haven't  got  no 
means  of  knowing,"  answered  Stephens, 
deprecatingly,  feeling  almost  guilty  in  his 
ignorance. 

'^  Of  course  you  sent  at  once  for  the 
police  ?  " 

''  No,  sir,  not  as  I  know  of;  we've  all  been 
that  hanxious  and  listening  for  you  to  come, 
and  sending  off  to  town  and  all ! " 

''  Well,  well !  I  suppose  there  has  not 
been  much  time  lost.  But  how  on  earth  did 
it  happen,  and  what  does  it  all  mean  ?  "  He 
felt  helpless  and  angry  and  anxious,  and  did 
not  know  what  to  say  first. 

''  We  know  very  little,  father,"  said  Laura, 
quietly.     ''  Bernard  was  in  the  oak  wood — • 
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he  had  come  to  meet  me,  as  I  was  out  late  — 
and  I  heard  a  gmi  fired,  and  he  cried  out, 
and  Iran  back  to  him,  and  found  him  there." 

'^And  that  gentleman  that's  lodging  at 
Thornage's  come  and  bound  him  up,"  inter- 
rupted Stephens. 

^'  Take  my  word  for  it,  he  did  it  himself," 
exclaimed  Mr.  Hilton.  ''  I  always  knew  he 
was  up  to  no  good." 

^'  Father  !  "  cried  Laura,  involuntarily. 

^^  Did  you  see  him?"  he  asked,  turning 
sharply  upon  her. 

''Yes,  he  was  there  beside  him  before  I 
got  there." 

''  Have  you  been  making  acquaintance 
with  him  ?  "  demanded  Mr.  Hilton,  with  the 
irritable  suspicion  which  he  always  felt  of 
this  unloved  daughter,  and  unable  even  at 
this  anxious  moment  to  repress  it. 

''  Hush,  father,"  said  Edith,  gently,  laying 
her  hand  again  on  his  arm. 
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' '  I  had  not  spoken  to  him  until  that 
moment,  but  I  supposed  that  at  such  a  time 
even  your  reasonable  commands  might  be 
disobeyed,  and  I  ventured  on  a  few  words," 
answered  Laura,  coldly. 

Mr.  Hilton  grew  pale  with  anger,  and 
would  have  spoken  violently,  but  Edith 
interposed. 

^^  Father,  how  can  you  stay  talking  here 
when  Bernard  may  be  dying  ?  Let  us  go 
to  him  at  once.  Laura,  come  with  me — he 
scarcely  knows  what  he  says  just  now." 

But  Laura  refused,  gently,  but  firmly. 
She  felt  that  it  would  be  almost  well  that 
there  should  be  a  quarrel  between  her  and 
her  father  just  then,  he  would  not  be  so 
anxious  to  seek  information  from  her, 
jilthough  no  one  but  she  could  give  it.  She 
had  but  to  stick  to  her  story  that  while 
running  to  the  house  for  help  she  had  met 
]\Iorris  and  sent  him  on  instead,  and  no  one 
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could  suspect  the  part  which  he  had  taken, 
but  she  felt  cold  and  sick  at  the  thought 
that  Geoffrey  might  be  in  danger.  How  she 
longed  to  see  him  for  a  moment  and  warn 
him  of  her  father's  suspicions ;  but  she  knew 
that  he  had  been  wise  in  refusing  to  enter 
the  house,  when  at  any  moment  he  might  be 
recognised,  and  it  would  be  only  selfish 
solicitude  to  seek  him  out  at  the  risk  of 
drawing  attention  to  their  acquaintance. 
She  must  wait  with  what  patience  she  could 
for  an  opportunity  of  his  making,  and  in 
the  meantime  as  soon  as  Edith  was  alone 
she  would  go  to  her  and  do  her  best  to 
comfort  her. 

A  small  room  on  the  ground  floor  opening- 
out  of  a  side  passage  had  been  hastily  pre- 
pared for  Bernard,  Mrs.  Hughes  rightly 
judging  that  he  could  not  bear  to  be  carried 
upstairs,  and  as  this  part  of  the  house  could 
be  shut  off   from  the  rest,   and  was  seldom 
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used,  lie  could  be  kept  perfectly  quiet. 
Being  solemnly  conducted  there  by  Stephens, 
Mr.  Hilton  was  on  the  point  of  entering,  when 
Dr.  Reynolds  came  out  and  closed  the 
door  behind  him. 

^^  You  must  not  go  in  ;  Indeed  it  is  quite 
impossible,"  he  said,  firmly,  seeing  by  Mr. 
Hilton's  impatient  gesture  that  his  authority 
w^ould  be  disputed.  ''  He  has  just  become 
conscious,  and  if  he  is  excited  I  will  not 
answer  for  his  life.  I  should  be  glad  to 
speak  to  you  about  it  all  if  you  will  let  me 
come  to  your  study." 

Mr.  Hilton  was  annoyed,  but  he  was 
still  more  anxious. 

^'  Is  he  in  danger  ?  "  he  asked. 

''  I  fear  so,  but  as  yet  I  have  been  unable 
to  find  out  how  much  he  is  hurt,  no  doubt 
they  have  told  you  I  have  telegraphed  for 
Sir  John  Forde.  The  wounds  are  shot 
wounds  and  must  have  been  fired  within  a 
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few  yards,  but  we  have  all  been  too  much 
occupied  to  think  of  who  did  the  mischief." 

^'  I  feel  no  doubt,"  answered  Mr.  Hilton, 
hastil}^,  ^^  it  was  that  stranger  fellow  who 
has  been  lodging  at  Thornage's,  and  has 
refused  to  have  anything  to  say  to  us.  I 
was  only  waiting  until  I  had  heard  what 
ynu  had  to  say  about  poor  Oiford  before 
sending  for  the  police  to  see  after  him." 

^'  The  man  who  helped  so  carefully  in 
bringing  him  home,  and  had  bound  up  his 
wounds— not  so  badly  either,  before  I  came? 
— I  can  scarcely  think  that." 

^^Who  else  could  it  be?" 

^*  Well,  one  of  the  keepers  might  have 
done  it  by  accident  and  have  been  afraid  to 
say  so." 

''Not  possible  my  good  friend,  they 
would  know  that  if  it  was  so  we  should  find 
it  out  in  an  hour.  I  make  it  a  rule  that 
no  guns  are  allowed  in  the  woods  this  time 
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of  the  year,  when  the  pheasants  are  nesting. 
Jackson,  the  head  keeper,  has  them  under 
lock  and  key,  and  the  others  know  better 
than  to  break  mv  rules.  I  had  some  trouble 
with  one  of  the  grooms  about  a  gun  a 
short  time  ago,  but  he  sold  it,  and — there's 
an  end  of  it." 

But  Mr.  Hilton  spoke  with  dawning 
uneasiness.  Was  it  possible  that  Morris 
could  have  had  a  hand  in  this  ?  That  after 
all,  the  gun  was  still  in  his  possession? 
This  must  be  inquired  into  at  the  first 
available  moment,  but  it  was  late  now,  and 
every  one  was  upset,  and  the  policeman, 
if  he  was  doing  his  duty,  would  be  out  on 
his  beat,  and  just  then  the  doctor  interrupted 
his  thoughts  by  saying — 

''  Of  course,  Mr.  Hilton,  you,  as  a 
magistrate,  know  much  better  than  I  can 
how  much  weight  to  attach  to  a  mere 
suspicion,  but  all  the  men  who  helped  this 
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Mr.  Phillips  to  bring  Mr.  Offord  here  seem 
to  have  a  high  opinion  of  his  judgment 
and  kindness,  and  it  would  be  a  little 
incongruous  that  he  should  take  so  much 
trouble  to  save  a  life  which  he  had  just 
attempted  to  destroy." 

Mr.  Hilton  felt  that  his  suspicions  were 
perhaps  unreasonable,  but  in  the  absence 
of  other  clue  they  were  too  valuable  to  be 
lightly  discarded;  it  would,  however,  be 
better  to  follow  his  own  judgment  without 
discussion,  and  he  therefore  changed  the 
subject  by  asking  for  some  details  of 
Bernard's  condition,  which,  although  serious, 
seemed  by  no  means  hopeless. 

Then  he  went  to  comfort  Edith  and  hear 
what  she  had  to  say,  and  she  being 
frightened  at  the  idea  of  bringing  such  a 
terrible  accusation  against  any  man  without 
a  shadow  of  proof,  beyond  prejudice,  and 
the  absence    of  any  one  else  to  accuse,  he 
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was  easily  persuaded  to  let  the  household 
get  what  rest  it  could,  and  put  off  sending 
for  the  police  until  the  early  morning. 
Nor  did  he  feel  equal  just  then  to  a 
further  explanation  with  Laura,  which 
would  probably  be  useless  and  certainly 
disagreeable. 
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CHAPTER  XIV. 

GOXE  ! 

As  soon  as  he  had  found  that  he  could  be  of 
no  further  use  at  the  house,  Morris  had 
hastened  to  meet  Geoffrey,  being,  above 
all  things,  anxious  just  then  to  avoid  Ellis's 
questioning,  not  having  yet  decided  how  far 
it  would  be  wise  to  tell  her  the  truth.  His 
anxiety  to  do  something  for  Bernard  had 
been  so  evident,  and  his  distress  so  great, 
that  the  doctor — who  knew  him  well — had 
taken  trouble  to  reassure  him,  and  he  had 
left  the  house  somewhat  comforted  on  that 
point ;  but  he  felt  that  he  could  scarcely 
flatter  himself  that  his  jDart  in  the  miserable 
business    would    remain    undiscovered,    and 
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considering  bygone  offences,  there  was  little 
doubt  that  things  would  go  hardly  with  him. 
Perhaps,  after  all,  it  would  be  wiser  to 
'^make  a  clean  breast  of  it,"  or  to  '^  bolt." 
but  he  would  hear  Mr.  Poland's  advice  before 
doing  either. 

His  own  troubles  had  been  as  yet  too 
absorbing  for  him  to  have  felt  much  wonder 
or  curiosity  about  Geoffrey's  appearance ; 
but  as  he  walked  along  the  woodland  path^ 
which  was  now  quite  dark,  although  it  was 
not  yet  eight  o'clock,  he  began  to  think  that 
the  whole  thing  was  '^mighty  queer,"  and 
to  wish  to  know  a  great  deal  more.  He  had 
seen  Thorn  age's  lodger  a  time  or  two,  but 
had  never  noticed  him  particularly,  and  the 
discovery  of  his  identity  with  Mr.  Poland 
had  taken  him  completely  by  surprise.  Of 
course  he  was  come  ^^  after  Miss  Laura," 
but  unless  he  meant  to  persuade  her  to  run 
off    with   him,    Morris    could    not    see    any 
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object  in  his  disguise,  and  scarcely  thought 
well  of  him  for  it ;  but  yet  he  sympathised, 
knowing  that  ^'  Master  had  been  none  too 
pleasant ;  and  after  all,  where  would  Miss 
Edith  have  been  if  he  hadn't  taken  that 
crack  on  his  head  instead  of  hers." 

But  lie  had  not  much  time  for  reflection, 
for  Geoffrey  was  on  the  watch  and  came  to 
meet  him,  and  after  telling  all  he  knew  con- 
cerning Bernard's  condition,  he  found  it  a 
relief  to  give  a  detailed  account  of  his  own 
troubles. 

'^  You  have  got  yourself  into  a  fine  mess, 
IVIorris,  but  there  should  be  a  way  out  of  it 
if  this  gunsmith  can  be  trusted  to  hold  his 
tongue,''  said  Geoiirey,  when  he  had  heard 
the  story  of  the  two  occasions  when  Morris 
had  so  nearly  lost  his  j^lace  by  poaching, 
of  his  voluntary  promise  to  sell  his  gun,  and 
the  reason  of  his  getting  it  back  again." 

''  He's  safe  enough,  sir." 
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^^In  that  case,  if  you  take  my  advice  you 
will  return  it  to  him  to-night.  It  will  cer- 
tainly be  inquired  for,  and  if  it  is  found  in 
his  hands  it  will  go  far  to  clear  you." 

^^  Yes,  sir,  so  it  would;  but  I  don't  see  as 
it  can  be  done." 

^^  Oh,  we  must  find  a  way;  but  now,  all 
this  time  that  I  have  been  talking  to  you  I 
have  had  another  thing  in  my  mind  to  fall 
back  upon.  Tell  me  what  you  think  of  this 
— If  I  disappeared  to-night,  and  could  not 
be  found  anywhere,  would  it  not  be  said 
that  I  had  shot  Mr.  Offord  ?  no  one  knowing 
anything  good  of  me." 

''Oh,  sir!" 

^'  Think  of  it  as  coolly  as  you  can,  Morris, 
I  shall  run  little  risk ;  only  three  peo23le 
know  who  I  am,  and  all  three  of  you  will 
be  silent,  Mr.  Offord,  because  he  wants  to 
screen  you — you  for  your  own  interests,  and 
Miss    Laura — well,  perhaps,  you  can  guess 
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Miss  Laura's  reasons  when  I  tell  you  that  I 
hope  she  will  very  soon  be  my  wife." 

Morris  touched  his  hat  and  smiled, 
although  it  was  too  dark  for  Geoffrey  to  do 
more  than  guess  at  something  of  the  kind. 
"All  I  have  to  do,"  he  went  on,  "is  to 
disappear  to-night  as  if  afraid  of  inquiry. 
To  do  this  I  must  get  rid  of  this  natural 
disguise,  and  you  must  take  me  to  your 
room  and  help  me  to  shave  and  cut  my  hair 
and  change  my  clothes,  and  then,  I  think, 
that  the  stranger  who  will  take  a  ticket  for 
town  to-morrow  morning  at  Mornington 
will  scarcely  be  recognised  as  Thornage's 
lodger." 

"  But,  sir  !  " 

"  My  good  fellow,  there  is  no  time  for 
scruples  or  for  talking.  It  is  already  eight 
o'clock,  and  you  have  first  to  help  me  to 
get  rid  of  this  disguise,  and  then  to  take 
your  gun  to  your  friend  at  Codlingbourne. 
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You  had  better  give  him  a  hint  that  you 
have  some  one  to  back  you  up.  Now  you 
must  give  me  a  quarter  of  an  hour  to  get 
back  to  my  room  and  change  my  clothes 
for  some  which  have  not  been  seen  about 
here.  These  and  a  few  books  I  shall  leave 
as  a  legacy  to  Thornage,  there  is  nothing 
about  them  to  betray  me ;  then  I  shall 
come  to  you  to  be  my  barber,  and  if  we 
make  haste  there  will  be  time  enough 
for  you  to  take  your  gun." 

Morris  was  silent  lor  a  moment  and 
then  said  nervously — 

''Beg  pardon,  sir;  but  I  don't  deserve 
as  you  should  be  so  good  to  me.  I  never 
shouldn't  have  had  the  sense  to  think  of 
it  all  for  myself,  and  you  to  take  it  all 
on  you  like  that!" 

''It  is  not  much  after  all  that  I 
am  taking,  Morris,"  answered  Geoffrey, 
laughing.     "  You  see  my  disguise  is  quite 
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complete    excepting    to    those    who    know 

me  well.     The  police  are  not  likely  to    do 

anything   to-night^    and   in    the    morning   I 

shall  be  out  of  their  way,  and  Mr.  Phillips 

will  have  ceased  to  exist  excej^ting  in  the 

form    of    an    old    portmanteau    and    some 

equally    old    clothes,    which    I     am    afraid 

will  be  a  constant  wori-y  to  Mrs.  Butler  for 

a  while.     I  don't  intend  to  show  myself  at 

the  station  until   a   reasonable   hour,  when 

there  will  be  plenty  of  other  people  about, 

and    no    one    will     remark     upon     me     in 

particular.      Now   if    you   will    fetch    that 

gun   that   has   brouglit   you   into    so   much 

trouble    I    will   go    aid    change  my   things 

and    be    back    here    as    soon   as   you    are. 

Mrs.    Butler   and    Tliornage   have   gone  up 

to    the    house    to    hear    all    about   it    and 

have  promised  to  come  back  and  tell   me. 

I    can    let    myself    in    and    out   with    my 

own   key,    but   when    they  return  the  bird 
VOL.  in.  o 
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mil  have  flown.  Now  don't  waste  another 
moment,  there  is  plenty  to  be  done,  and  I 
want  to  see  you  back  again  from  Codling- 
bourne  before  I  start.'' 

Geoffrey's  preparations  were  quickly 
made,  and  when,  half  an  hour  later,  he 
looked  at  himself  in  the  little  shaving 
glass,  which  hung  in  Morris's  room  above 
the  stables,  he  was  almost  startled  by  the 
change  in  his  own  appearance  He  had 
irrown  accustomed  in  the  last  few  months 
to  his  thick  beard  and  long  hair,  to  his 
loose  yachting  suit,  flannel  shirt  and  a 
handkerchief  knotted  carelessly  round  his 
throat,  and  the  white  linen  and  well  fitting 
clothes,  which  he  had  brought  in  his 
portmanteau  to  Thorn  age's  in  case  of 
emergencies,  seemed  almost  unnatural. 

''  Bless  my  soul,  sir !  you  'aint  like 
the  same  gentleman ! "  cried  Morris  in 
admiration,     Avhen,     in     somewhat     clumsy 
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but  effective  fashion,  he  had  clipped 
Geoffrey's  long  locks  with  the  stable 
scissors,  and  had  watched  beard  and  mous- 
tache disappear.  Then  having  cleared 
away  everything  suspicious  they  started 
together  for  Codlingbourne,  Geoffrey 
having  promised  to  keep  him  company 
to  the  entrance  of  the  town. 

''  Take  my  advice,  Morris,  and  ask  him  to 
give  you  a  sovereign  for  it  and  have  done 
with  it,"  said  Geoffrey,  before  they  parted 
company,  and  Morris  found  his  friend  tlie 
gunsmith,  who  felt  rather  uncomfortable 
about  the  whole  matter,  very  ready  to 
agree  to  those  terms  and  give  a  promise 
that  he  would  hold  his  tongue. 

The  whole  business  was  arranged  so 
quickly,  and  so  little  time  was  wasted  on 
the  way,  that  Morris  had  got  home  again 
before  his  master's  return,  and  had  estab- 
lished Geoffrey  comfortably  in  the  hayloft 
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for  the  many  hours  which  must  pass  before 
it  would  be  time  to  start  for  Mornington. 
Then  in  the  early  grey  dawn  he  brought 
him  some  breakfast,  and  parted  from  him 
with  a  heart  so  full  of  gratitude  that  words 
died  upon  his  lips. 

**  Sir,  I  can't  never  " — he  began,  but  Geoffrey 
interrupted  him,  and  holding  out  his  hand 
gave  him  a  cordial  grasj).  "  I  don't  want  a 
word  Morris,  I  quite  understand,  and  I  rather 
enjoy  giving  them  all  the  slip.  Remember 
to  tell  Miss  Laura  that  she  will  see  me  back 
again  as  soon  as  I  think  it  wise  to  come." 

Then  he  lighted  his  pipe  and  started  on 
his  way,  wondering  as  he  walked  along  what 
the  next  turn  would  be  in  that  course,  which 
for  him  had  never  yet  run  smooth. 

(Jroing  up  to  the  house  very  early,  almost 
as  soon  as  he  had  seen  Geoffrey  off,  Morris 
found  many  of  the  household  already  astir, 
and  while  he  was  standing   by  the  kitchen 
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fire  hearing  about  Mr.  Offord's  restless  night 
and  Mr.  Hilton's  terrible  anxiety,  a  message 
came  that  he  was  to  drive  the  brougham  to 
Mornington  to  meet  the  London  surgeon  by 
the  first  down  train,  and  was  to  go  to 
^'  Master's  study  first  for  further  orders." 

It  was  too  early  to  start  yet,  and  Morris 
felt  with  a  sinking  heart  that  there  was  time 
for  many  questions  before  he  could  make  any 
excuse  for  seeing  after  his  horses.  As  he 
went  through  the  hall  on  his  way  to  the  study 
he  saw  Laura  on  the  stairs  and  she  beckoned 
to  him  to  stop  and  speak  to  her. 

''  Come  in  here,"  she  whispered,  opening 
the  door  of  the  empty  dining-room.  "  Now 
tell  me  what  you  mean  to  say  and  do  ;  it  will 
be  my  turn  to  be  questioned  next,  and  we 
must  tell  the  same  tale,  but  as  far  as  possible, 
Morris,  we  must  speak  the  truth."   * 

"  Yes,  miss,  Mr.  Poland  he' ve  told  me  what 
to  sav." 
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Laura  looked  at  him  quickly  and  anxiously, 
''  Mr.  Poland?" 

'^  Yes,  miss,  he  told  me  himself  'twas  him, 
and  bid  me  tell  you  you'd  see  him  back 
again  as  soon  as  he  thought  'twas  wise ;  for 
Miss  Laura  he's  gone  away  to  make  them 
think  'twas  him  as  done  it,  he's  done  that 
for  me." 

Morris's  face  flushed  with  pride  and  grati- 
tude, but  Laura  felt  sudden  terror. 

^^  Oh,  Morris,  how  could  you  let 
him?  they  will  find  him  and  bring  him 
back !  " 

'^  No,  miss,  leastways  he  thinks  not,  he's 
shaved  his  beard  and  changed  his  clothes  and 
walked  off  quite  quiet  like  to  the  first  train 
from  Mornington,  and  nobody  wouldn't  never 
guess  'twas  the  same  man." 

^^  I  guessed." 

'^  Well,  you  see  Miss  Laura 'taint  quite  the 
same,"  said  Morris,  unable  to  repress  a  know- 
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ing  little  smile,  which  confused  her  and  kept 
her  silent  for  a  moment. 

^'  And  the  gun  ?  "  she  asked  presently. 

'-  Mr.  Poland  made  me  take  it  back  last 
night  to  Codlingbourne,  and  Smith  he've 
promised  not  to  say  a  word,  and  if  Master 
asks  '  Where's  that  gun  ?  '  I  can  say  straight 
up,  '  It's  there.'  " 

^^  Yes,  Morris,  and  now  that  I  understand, 
you  had  better  go  to  my  father,"  said  Laura, 
who  felt  dazed  and  frightened,  and  unreason- 
ably angry  with  him  for  allowing  Geoffrey 
to  run  such  a  risk. 

He  seemed  to  read  her  thoughts,  for  he 
said  earnestly,  ^'  'Twasn't  none  of  my  doing, 
Miss  Laura,  Mr.  Poland,  he  said,  'twas  to  be 
done,  and  'twouldn't  do  him  no  harm,  and  if 
it  did  I've  only  got  to  speak  up  and  say  I 
done  it." 

"  Yes,  yes,"  she  answered  quickly.  ^'  Mr. 
Poland  knows  what  is  best,   vou  were   quite 
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right  to  do  as  he  told  you.    I  shall  know  now 
what  to  say  when  my  father  questions  me.'' 

'^  x^nd  Miss  Laura,  you  don't  think  'twas 
mean  and  sneakin'  o'  me  to  let  him  go  and 
make  believe  'twas  him  ?  " 

'^  No,  I  think  it  was  a  noble  thing  for  him 
to  offer  and  you  were  bound  to  obey  him." 

"  If  'twasn't  for  Ellis,  I'd  speak  up  now, 
Miss  Laura  ! " 

'^  You  would  be  quite  wrong.  Of  course, 
it  is  possible  that  the  time  may  come  when 
it  would  be  right  for  ^^ou  to  speak,  but  you 
must  do  as  he  tells  }'ou  now." 

Then  Morris  bowed  himself  out,  and 
knocked  with  the  best  courage  he  could 
at  the  study  door. 

'^This  is  a  sad  business,  Morris,"  said 
Mr.  Hilton,  looking  at  him  keenly,  as  he 
stood  before  him  in  a  sort  of  desperation 
which  kept  him  cool.  '^  I  sent  James  an 
hour  ago  to  the  policeman,   for,   of  course, 
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the  thing  must  be  thoroughly  investigated, 
but  I  wanted  to  speak  to  you  myself. 
What  have  you  done  with  your  gun  ? "  he 
asked  the  question  suddenly,  wanting  to 
take  him  at  unawares. 

'^Sold  it,  sir,"  answered  Morris. 

^^And  you  have  never  bought  another?" 

"  No,  sir,  of  course,  I  knew  you'd  think 
o'  that." 

''You  could  expect  nothing  else  after 
all  that  has  passed,  that  is  the  evil  of  not 
having  a  blameless  character  to  fall  back 
upon,"  said  Mr.  Hilton,  in  his  most  severely 
magisterial  manner.  ''  But  I  must  tell  you, 
Morris,  that  most  probably  your  room 
will  be  searched  as  well  as  others,  for 
evidence  of  your  guilt  or  innocence,  and 
supposing  that  you  were  the  unfortunate  cause 
of  this  accident,  your  confessing  it  to  me 
would  tell  considerably  in  your  favour." 

Morris  was  silent  for  a  moment,  but  he 
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was  not  going  to  lose  his  place  and  his 
character,  and  let  Mr.  Poland  run  all  this 
risk  for  nothing,  so  he  answered,  looking 
his  master  firmly  in  the  face,  '^  Mr.  Offord 
couldn't  a'  been  shot  without  a  gun,  sir, 
and  I  haven't  got  one.  I  hope  they'll  search 
my  room  and  prove  it  true." 

Fully  possessed  by  his  own  idea,  Mr. 
Hilton  was  easily  convinced.  '^Well, 
Morris,"  he  said;  ''I  scarcely  thought  it 
was  you,  you  have  had  two  pretty  sharp 
lessons.  Now,  I  am  going  to  place  con- 
fidence in  you,  and  tell  you  what  I  do 
think,  that  it  was  that  fellow  who  has 
been  lodging  at  Thornage's  ;  he  has  always 
seemed  to  me  a  suspicious  character,  keeping 
himself  so  close,  and  refusing  to  see  any 
body.  He  might  have  got  poaching  about 
and  let  off  his  gun  just  then  by  accident, 
or  if  it  was  not  that,  he  might  be  some  one 
who  had  an  old  grudge   against  Mr.  Offord^ 
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a  man  who  has  been  about  the  world  as 
he  has  must  have  come  across  some  queer 
company/'  Having  had  plenty  of  time  for 
thought  during  the  long  night  hours,  Mr. 
Hilton  had  constructed  some  ingenious 
theories  of  which  he  was  proud.  ''  The 
strongest  ground  for  suspicion  against 
him,"  he  went  on,  '^is,  that  he  has 
disappeared.  Thornage  thought  he  was 
in  bed  last  night  when  he  got  home,  and 
did  not  like  to  disturb  him,  but  it  appears 
more  likely  that  he  had  already  gone  off. 
I  have  written  a  description  of  him,  and 
sent  it  to  the  police,  but  Thornage  either 
cannot  or  will  not  say  much  about  him, 
and  no  one  else  is  familiar  with  his 
appearance  ;  but  he  must  be  a  remarkable 
looking  man  anywhere,  with  that  long 
hair  and  beard  ;  and  as  the  inquiry  will  be 
telegraphed  all  about  the  country,  I  scarcely 
think  he  can  get  off." 
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Morris  drew  a  long  breath.  ^^  Well,  sir  I 
you  might  call  his  beard  remarkable,  and 
that  long  hair  on  his  shoulders,''  he  said, 
with  what  appeared  to  him  to  be  deep 
cunning.  ' '  But  I  should  think  he'll  lay 
up  somewhere  for  a  day  or  two  if  'twas 
him." 

"  Of  course,  we  must  be  prepared  for 
that,  and  I  shall  take  care  that  a  very 
thorough  search  is  made.  I  shall  look 
to  all  of  you  to  bring  me  any  evidence  you 
can  find.  I  told  James  as  he  was  one  of 
the  men  who  brought  Mr.  Offord  here, 
to  take  the  policeman  to  the  exact  spot 
where  they  found  him,  and  I  don't  doubt 
that  they  are  there  by  this  time ;  and 
I  have  written  this  note  to  the  superin- 
tendent at  Mornington,  for  you  to  leave  on 
your  way  to  the  station.  Now,  it  is  about 
time  for  you  to  get  ready." 

Morris  went  away  with  a  lightened  heart, 
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thinking  that  if  Miss  Laura  had  heard  him 
she  would  have  been  satisfied  that  he  had 
not  departed  far  from  the  truth,  while 
Mr.  Hilton  congratulated  himself  on  the 
skill  and  delicacy  by  means  of  which  he 
had  found  satisfactory  evidence  of  Morris's 
innocence. 
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CHAPTER  XV. 

SUSPENSE. 

Although  at  the  first  moment  almost  over- 
whelmed by  the  calamity  which  had  befallen 
Bernard,  Edith  had  quickly  recovered  her- 
self, and  wdth  resolute  self-possession  had 
asserted  her  intention  of  going  to  him  at 
once  and  watching  beside  him  ;  but  when 
her  father  returned  with  Dr.  Reynolds 
±0  the  room  where  he  had  left  her  with 
Laura,  she  found  that  her  intended  devotion 
was  an  impossibility,  and  that,  for  his 
patient's  sake,  the  doctor  was  firm  in 
refusing  to  admit  any  one  but  Mrs.  Hughes 
into  his  room.  Absolute  quiet  was  essential ; 
besides  which,  a  few"  rambling  words  which 
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came  sometimes  from  Bernard's  lips  seemed 
to  point  to  some  mystery  in  this  sad  affair, 
which  it  was  advisable  to  keep  from  the 
knowledge  of  every  one,  excepting  a  person 
who  could  be  trusted  as  thoroughly  as 
Mrs.  Hughes — the  old  friend  and  servant 
of  the  family.  '"^  Laura,  Poland,  Morris!'' 
were  names  which  fell  frequently  from 
Bernard's  unconscious  tongue,  and  while 
the  matter  remained  unexplained  the  doctor 
judged  that  such  suggestions  could  only  be 
painful  and  might  very  possibly  be  harmful 
to  innocent  people.  He,  of  course,  knew 
nothing  of  Thornage's  lodger,  and  Poland's 
name  seemed  to  him  the  wildest  raving  ;  but 
having  had  considerable  insight  into  the 
state  of  affairs  during  Geoffrey's  illness  a 
year  ago,  he  was  well  aware  that  to  one 
member  of  the  family  at  least  it  was 
important  that  his  name  should  not  be 
brought  forward  in  such  connection. 
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^^I  hope  you  young  ladies  will  both  go 
ofl:  to  bed  at  once,"  he  said,  with  the 
kindly  freedom  of  long  acquaintance.  '^  Of 
course  we  know  that  you  cannot  help 
being  anxious  ;  but  I  do  not  anticipate  any 
change  in  Mr.  Offord's  condition  at  present, 
and  in  a  houseful  of  servants  like  this,  it 
is  necessary  to  set  an  example  of  doing 
one's  usual  duties,  or  else  you'll  have  the 
cook  saying  to-morrow  morning,  '  Please, 
ma'am,  my  feelings  wouldn't  let  me  broil 
the  bacon  for  breakfast.'  " 

They  all  laughed  in  spite  of  their  anxiety, 
but  Edith  was  careful  to  give  no  promises. 
Bernard,  if  he  was  still  conscious,  must  be 
already  wondering  that  she  had  not  hastened 
to  him,  and  if  he  should  send  her  a  summons 
what  would  he  think  if  it  found  her 
sleeping  ? 

So,  refusing  Laura's  offer  of  staying  with 
her,  she  went    to    her   own  room,   and  dis- 
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missing  Ellis,  who  was  so  much  upset  as  to 
be  scarcely  equal  to  her  duties,  she  sat 
down  by  the  bright  little  fire  in  her 
dressing-room,  prepared  to  be  awake  and 
anxious  until  the  morning. 

But  sad  and  apprehensive  as  her  young 
mistress  felt,  Ellis  was  perhaps  still  more 
to  be  pitied.  Knowing  her  lover's  weakness, 
it  was  impossible  for  her  to  be  blind  to  the 
probability  that  a  gun  accident  concerning 
which  no  one  knew  anything  had  some 
connection  with  him ,  and  that  he  had  avoided 
seeing  her  and  had  left  the  house  as  soon 
as  he  could,  confirmed  her  fears.  If  he  was 
innocent  he  would  have  stayed  to  reassure 
her  ;  and  that  Miss  Laura  had  said,  '^  I  shall 
not  want  you  to-night,  Ellis — it  is  very  late 
and  you  had  better  go  to  bed,"  only  served 
to  make  her  more  uneasy,  for  she  had  been 
almost  a  witness  of  the  accident  and  probably 
knew  all  about    it,    and  had   been  so  kind 
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in  former  troubles,  that  Ellis  felt  sure  that 
if  there  had  been  any  comfort  to  give 
she  would  have  given  it. 

She  longed  to  steal  off  to  her  young 
mistress's  room  and  hear  all  that  she  could 
tell,  even  if  it  was  to  confirm  her  worst 
fears,  but  the  maids  were  all  upset  by  the 
evening's  events,  and  kept  running  in  and 
out  of  each  other's  rooms  until  so  late  that 
she  could  not  venture  to  seek  the  longed-for 
reassurance,  and  could  only  cree])  into  bed 
at  last,  trusting  that  when  morning  came 
Morris  would  tell  her  the  whole  truth, 
however  terrible  it  might  be. 

When  all  the  house  was  quiet  and  appa- 
rently at  rest,  and  only  she  and  the  watchers 
in  Bernard's  room  seemed  to  be  awake, 
Edith  found  solitude  unbearable,  and 
hastily  dressing  again,  she  cre23t  down- 
stairs to  her  father's  study,  feeling  that 
he,  too,  might  be  awake  and  watchful. 
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The  door  of  his  room  was  partly  open,  and 
a  light  was  burning,  and,  going  in  softly,  she 
found  that  he  had  fallen  asleep  in  his  chair, 
with  Stone's  ^^  Justice  of  the  Peace "  laid 
open  on  the  table  before  him.  She  did  not 
want  to  talk,  she  only  needed  the  comfort  of 
a  living  presence,  and  to  him  the  first  news 
of  a  change  would  be  brought ;  so,  drawing 
forward  a  low  seat,  she  sat  down  close  beside 
him,  resting  her  head  softly  on  his  knee,  and, 
consoled  and  reassured,  she,  too,  fell  fast 
asleep. 

^'  Pretty  lamb !  she's  had  a  hard  time  of  it, 
though  she  don't  say  anything,"  said  Mrs. 
Hughes  to  herself,  when  she  came  and  looked 
in  at  the  door  very  early  in  the  morning,  to 
tell  her  master  how  the  night  had  passed 
but,  gently  as  she  was  moving  away,  her 
presence  roused  Edith,  and  she  started  up 
with  a  frightened  cry  that  disturbed  her 
father. 
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"  Edith,  my  darling  !  what  is  it?  Oh,  is 
that  you,  Mrs.  Hughes,  I  must  have  been 
asleep  for  a  few  minutes  I  think,"  he  said 
guiltily,  as  if  his  watchfulness  could  have 
been  of  use  to  Bernard ;  and  Edith,  looking 
at  the  clock,  was  equally  ashamed  to  see  for 
how  many  hours  she,  too,  had  lost  conscious- 
ness of  their  terrible  anxiety. 

'^  Mr.  Offord  isn't  to  say  worse  this  morn- 
ing, sir,"  said  Mrs.  Hughes;  ^^but  he's  had 
an  unquiet  night  and  seems  low.  I'm  just 
going  to  get  a  cup  of  tea  for  the  doctor,  and 
I  thought  maybe  you'd  have  some  too  if  you 
were  about.  Miss  Edith,  dear,  you've  never 
been  sitting  up  all  night  ?  " 

^^  Well,  Mrs.  Hughes,  I  have  been  fast 
asleep  at  any  rate,"  answered  Edith,  smiling. 
'^  To  tell  you  the  truth,  father,  I  got  frightened 
and  came  down  to  you,  and  I  did  not  like  to 
distui'b  you,  so  I  sat  down  here  and  have  had 
quite  a  good  night's  rest." 
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*^  Yes,  my  darlingj  but  now  you  had  better 
go  and  lie  down  for  an  hour  or  two.  No 
doubt  Bernard  mil  be  anxious  to  see  you  as 
soon  as  the  doctor  ^t.11  let  him,  and  a  bright 
face  is  the  best  for  a  sick  room  you  know." 

Edith  obeyed,  but  no  sooner  had  she  laid 
her  head  on  her  pillow  than  she  found  it 
impossible  to  rest,  and  getting  up  again  she 
A^Tapped  herself  in  a  thick  shawl,  and  sat 
down  by  the  open  window  through  which 
the  early  morning  sun  was  shining,  to 
prepare  herself  for  the  meeting  which  she 
had  no  doubt  she  would  go  through  during 
the  next  few  hours. 

She  was  braced  and  refreshed  by  the  cool 
air  and  her  long  sleep,  and  the  beauty  of  the 
morning  came  as  a  sort  of  consolation,  but 
yet  she  was  sorely  puzzled,  and  uncertain 
about  the  coming  interview.  Her  whole 
heart  had  grown  tender  towards  Bernard  in 
the  hours  of  his  danger  and  pain  ;  she  felt 
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that  her  place  ought  to  be  beside  him,  and 
she  wished  it  to  be,  and  yet  she  would  rather 
that  it  was  as  her  dearest  friend  that  she 
Avatched  over  him,  and  that  the  question  of 
love  and  future  marriage  should  be  kept 
far  away  out  of  sight  for  the  present,  for  that 
the  young  man,  full  of  life  and  vigour,  should 
be  in  danger  of  death  she  failed  to  realise. 
He  was  grievously  hurt,  she  knew ;  it  might 
be  long  before  he  recovered  his  strength  and 
came  about  amongst  them  again,  but  that  he 
should  die  was  not  an  idea  consciously 
present  in  her  mind. 

Leaving  Morris  to  make  his  way  to  the 
dreaded  interview  with  his  master,  Laura 
passed  tlu'ough  the  folding-doors  into  the 
passage,  where  Bernard's  room  had  been 
chosen,  hoping  to  hear  some  further  tidings 
rather  than  expecting  to  see  him,  but  almost 
as  soon  as  she  appeared  Mrs.  Hughes  came 
forward  and  said  in  an  eager  whisper : 
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'^  Miss  Laura,  Mr.  Offord  is  asking  for 
you,  and  I  believe  it  would  do  him  a  power 
of  good  if  you  were  to  go  in;  but  Dr. 
Reynolds  said  he  wasn't  to  see  anybody,  and 
I  daren't  ask  you." 

'^  No,  Mrs.  Hughes,  you  are  quite  right, 
but  if  Mr.  Offord  wants  to  speak  to  me  I 
shall  go  without  leave,  and  I  think  I  can 
promise  that  I  shall  do  him  no  harm.  You 
see  I  was  almost  the  first  to  find  him,  and 
he  may  tliink  that  I  can  tell  him  something 
that  he  wants  to  know." 

Mrs.  Hughes  made  no  opposition,  and 
Laura  went  on  through  the  open  door  into 
Bernard's  room  and  found  liim  anxiously 
watching  for  her.  His  face  brightened  as 
she  came  in,  and  he  seemed  clear  and 
collected,  but  his  voice  was  low  and  weak. 

*^  I  want  to  ask  you,  Laura — or,  as  I 
can't  talk  much,  tell  me  everything  that 
happened." 
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^^  There  is  not  very  much  to  tell,  Bernard. 
Father,  not  knowing  who  he  really  is,  thinks 
it  was  Thornage's  lodger  who  did  it,  and  he 
went  quietly  away  last  night  that  father 
might  go  on  thinking  so,  and  not  suspect 
Morris." 

^^  Laura,"  interrupted  Bernard,  ^^was  it 
true,  or  was  it  a  dream,  that  it  was  Geoffrey 
Poland?" 

^'  It  was  true,  but  no  one  must  know ;  " 
then,  after  a  moment,  she  went  on,  ^^  Morris 
was  bringing  home  his  gun  to  show  it  to  a 
man  who  wanted  to  buy  it,  and  was  startled 
by  seeing  you  suddenly,  and  his  gun  caught 
in  a  bough  and  went  off." 

^'  Laura,  do  you  believe  all  this  is  quite 
true." 

'^  Yes,  I  believe  it  thoroughly,"  she 
answered,  after  a  moment  of  painful  doubt. 
'^  I  saw  him  a  minute  after  it  had  happened, 
and  lie  was  terribly  distressed." 
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'^  Poor  fellow !  "  murmured  Bernard. 

'^  Morris  helped  Geoffrey  Poland  to  get  off 
by  the  early  train  from  Mornington,  and  he 
says  that  he  had  got  rid  of  all  his  disguise 
and  could  not  be  known  as  the  same  man." 

^^  Lam-a,  did  you  know  all  the  time  who 
it  was?" 

^^  I  only  guessed ;  I  did  not  know  until  I 
heard  his  voice  for  the  first  time  as  he  knelt 
beside  you." 

^^  I  am  glad.     What  mil  he  do  now  ?  " 

^^  He  will  come  back." 

^^  To  you?" 

^^  Yes,  to  me,"  she  answered,  her  whole 
face  growing  bright  with  happiness.  '^  Now, 
Bernard,  I  have  told  you  all  I  can,  and  I 
must  not  stay.  I  will  come  again  when  you 
send  for  me." 

^^Do  not  let  Edith  come,"  said  Bernard, 
anxiously.  ^^  I  could  not  bear  that  she 
should  see  me  like  this,  it  would  be  unfair  to 
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her.  How  could  she  know  how  much  of 
what  she  felt  was  only  pity?  Keep  her 
away,  Laura !  " 

"  If  I  can." 

''  Tell  her  that  I  wish  it." 

^^Yes,  if  she  will  listen  to  me."  Then 
Mrs.  Hughes  called  to  her,  and  Laura 
hastened  away. 

A  little  later,  after  he  had  dismissed 
Morris,  Mr.  Hilton  stated  his  intention  of 
seeing  Bernard  for  a  few  moments  with  such 
firmness  that  Mrs.  Hughes,  in  the  doctor's 
absence  (for  he  had  gone  away  for  an  hour 
or  two  and  was  to  come  back  with  the 
London  surgeon),  was  obliged  to  give  way, 
and  Bernard,  although  able  to  say  very  little, 
was  glad  to  see  him. 

He  knew  that  it  was  right  and  necessary 
that  the  circumstances  of  his  accident  should 
be  investigated,  but  he  was  anxious  that 
inquiry  should  not  be  pushed  fm^ther  than 
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was  absolutely  needful,  and  he  could  say 
with  truth  that  he  had  no  evidence  to  give 
upon  the  subject.  He  had  known  nothing 
until  he  had  found  Laura  and  Thornage's 
lodger  kneeling  beside  him,  and  he  was  in 
no  way  bound  to  state  what  his  own  hurried 
and  imperfect  conclusions  had  been.  Mr. 
Hilton's  suspicions  had  now,  in  his  own 
miiid,  become  certainties,  and  he  had  no 
doubt  that  they  would  be  as  satisfactory  to 
Bernard  as  to  himself. 

''  You  may  be  sure,  my  dear  boy,  that  we 
shall  find  out  the  scoundrel  and  bring  him 
back,  and  punish  him  as  severely  as  the  law 
will  allow.  He  has  got  off  cleverly  at  first, 
thanks  to  my  folly  in  not  putting  him  in 
charge  last  night,  but  a  man  of  such  remark- 
able appearance  cannot  possibly  escape  un- 
noticed, and  we'll  have  him  safe  enough 
by-and-by." 

Bernard  smiled  a  little,  he  was  glad   to 
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find  how  completely  Mr.  Hilton  was  on  the 
wrong  track  ;  but  the  few  words  he  was  able 
to  speak  were  spent  in  repeating  the  wish  he 
had  already  expressed,  that  Edith  should  be 
spared  the  pain  of  seeing  him  in  his  present 
condition. 

^^  I  am  afraid  she  will  be  vexed,''  said  Mr. 
Hilton,  '^  but  I  think  you  are  right,"  and 
then  he  saw  that  he  had  stayed  as  long  as 
Bernard  could  bear,  and  went  away. 

Laura,  too  restless  and  anxious  to  settle 
down  to  anything,  or  to  wish  as  usual  to  be 
alone,  was  w^alking  uj)  and  do^ai  the  drive  in 
front  of  the  house  waiting  for  breakfast,  and 
her  father  went  out  and  joined  her.  She  was 
glad,  for  it  would  be  a  relief  to  get  through 
her  explanation  wdth  him,  and  she  knew  now 
exactly  what  she  had  to  say. 

He  pressed  her  closely  with  questions,  and 
she  answered  them  with  apparent  openness, 
but  he  gained  no   further  information  from 
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her,  and  heard  nothing  which  interfered  witli 
his  doubts  of  the  stranger,  of  whom  almost 
from  the  beginning  he  had  been  shrewd 
enough  to  feel  suspicious. 

Laura's  task  was  hard,  but  she  felt  bound 
to  follow  Geoffrey's  wishes,  and  add  as  far  as 
lay  in  her  power  to  the  effect  of  his  efforts  to 
prove  Morris's  innocence.  So  she  listened 
patiently  to  all  that  her  father  had  to  say  in 
support  of  his  mistaken  theory,  and  smiled 
to  herself  at  his  description  of  the  intending 
murderer's  ruffianly  appearance,  which,  while 
it  was  strongly  insisted  upon,  was  Geoffrey's 
greatest  safeguard.  But  she  hailed  with 
relief  the  arrival  of  Dr.  Reynolds  with  the 
London  surgeon ;  and  Janet  and  Captain 
Bonar,  who  came  soon  after,  diverted  the 
attention  of  her  father  and  Edith,  and 
although  she  had  to  repeat  to  each  of  them 
separately  the  story  she  had  taken  such  pains 
to  learn,  it  was  worth  the  trouble,  for  she 
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found  that  they,  like  eveiy  one  else,  were 
eager  to  accept  a  theory  which  took  away  all 
discredit  from  those  with  whom  they  were 
directly  concerned. 

The  London  sm^geon's  verdict  was  cautious 
but  favourable.  The  injuries  were  severe, 
but  with  due  care  might  not  prove  to  be 
dangerous.  He  was  perfectly  satisfied  with 
Dr.  Reynolds's  views  and  treatment,  and  saw 
no  necessity  for  coming  again,  but  of  course 
he  should  be  at  Mr.  Hilton's  service  should 
he  see  fit  to  send  for  him. 
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CHAPTER       XVI  . 
geoffeey's  welcome. 

Mrs.  Mathewsox  was  sitting  at  breakfast 
with  Erica  in  her  London  house,  discussing 
a  letter  which  she  had  just  received  from 
Edith,  giving  news  of  Bernard's  progress, 
when,  with  his  usual  air  of  being  at  home, 
and  as  if  his  absence  had  been  one  of 
days  instead  of  months,  Geoffrey  Poland 
walked  in. 

'^  My  dear  boy !  When  did  you  come 
back  ?  Where  have  you  been  all  this  time?" 
and  a  dozen  other  questions  and  exclamations 
had  to  be  got  through  before  Geoffrey  had 
time  to  answer,  and  although  he  said  as 
little  as  possible  about  himself,  it  was  long 
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before  Mrs.  Mathewson  came  round  to  the 
subject  about  which  he  was  most  anxious  to 
hear. 

"  You  find  us  in  distress,"  she  said,  at  last, 
'^  for  we  heard  the  day  before  yesterday 
that  some  wicked  wretch  had  been  trying 
to  kill  that  nice  young  fellow,  Bernard 
Ofltord,  to  whom  Edith  is  as  good  as  en- 
gaged. Yes — Erica  knows  all  about  it  as 
well  as  I  do,  so  I  do  not  mind  speaking 
before  her  on  that  point." 

^^  But  he  is  not  dead  ?  "  inquired  Geoffrey, 
anxiously. 

^^No,  thank  God!  not  yet." 

'^  Oh,  Aunt  Sarah,  you  know  Edith  says 
that  they  have  every  hope,  and  she  did  not 
write  until  she  could  tell  us  so,"  interrupted 
Erica. 

^^And  she  made  a  great  mistake,"  Mrs. 
Matthewson  went  on.  '  ^  Of  course,  I  should 
have  gone  down  at  once  and  helped  them  to 
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take  care  of  him.  They  have  not  even  got 
a  nurse,  and  although  Mrs.  Hughes  is  all 
very  well,  she  does  not  know  everything. 
What  would  have  became  of  you  when  you 
were  laid  up  there,  Geoffrey,  if  I  had  not 
looked  after  you  ?  " 

Geofirey  smiled,  and  thought,  perhaps, 
there  was  some  one  else  to  whom  the  greater 
part  of  his  comfort  was  owing,  but  he  only 
said — ■ 

^'  Yes,  my  dear  aunt,  we  all  know  you 
have  a  talent  for  making  us  comfortable ; 
and  now  I  want  you  to  tell  me  all  about 
this  barely  averted  tragedy." 

Mrs.    Mathewson    answered    by    handing 

him  both  Edith's  letters  which  were   lying 

on  the  table  beside  her.     ^^  I  should  be  glad 

if   you  would   read    them    aloud,  Geoffrey, 

I  have  been  so  upset  that  I  scarcely  feel  as 

if  I  had  taken   it  all  in  properly,"  she  said, 

but  he  refused  to  read  them  even  to  himself^ 
VOL.  Tir.  ,  Q 
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saying,  that  he  should  be  quite  satisfied  with 
the  account  they  could  give  him.  The 
letters  were,  however,  so  quietly  written 
that  a  stranger  could  have  judged  nothing 
from  their  contents,  and  after  all  Mrs. 
Mathewson  quoted  one  sentence  and  Erica 
another  until  almost  the  whole  of  them  was 
made  known  to  him. 

^^  And  so  they  seem  quite  in  the  dark  as 
to  who  caused  the  injury  ?  "  he  asked. 

^^Yes,  but  no  doubt  they  are  right  in 
supposing  it  to  have  been  this  suspicious 
stranger.  How  Wedgwood  can  allow  his 
love  of  hospitality  to  run  away  with  him  to 
such  an  extent  as  to  let  people,  of  whom  he 
knows  nothing  in  the  world,  have  the  whole 
run  of  the  place  I  can't  imagine.  I  am  sure 
that  after  this  no  one — man  or  woman,  ought 
to  walk  about  there  alone." 

Erica  laughed.  '^  I  am  afraid.  Aunt 
Sarah,  we  are  all  too  fond  of  the  woods  to 
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be  frightened  out  of  our  enjoyment  of  them. 
I  cannot  fancy  that  half-a-dozen  murders 
would  keep  Laura  away  from  her  favourite 
walk  to  the  Look-out,  and  supposing — what 
I  don't  believe — that  some  wretched  man 
had  shot  at  Bernard  on  purpose,  we  may  be 
pretty  sure  he  has  no  designs  on  any  one  else, 
and  would  keep  as  far  away  as  possible." 

*'  As  to  Lam^a,"  said  Mrs.  Mathewson, 
who  was  always  ready  to  say  a  disparaging- 
word  of  her  before  Geoffrey,  ''  she  has  been 
allowed  her  own  way  so  long,  that  I  suppose 
she  would  take  it  at  any  risk." 

^'  Poor  Laura  !  "  said  Erica,  regretfully,  for 
as  she  saw  more  of  the  world  she  understood 
better  with  what  injustice  her  sister  had  been 
treated,  '^  If  she  has  had  her  own  way  it  has 
not  always  been  a  pleasant  one,  and  I  very 
much  doubt  if  she  would  agree  that  she  had 
had  it  at  all." 

*^  No,  she  is  scarcely  what  you  would  call 
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a  spoiled  child,"  said  Geoffrey,  quietly* 
''  But  as  to  this  accident  of  Offord's,  I  shall 
be  able  to  tell  you  more  in  a  day  or  two,  for 
I  propose  to  go  down  to  Blithefield  to-morrow 
to  see  Mr.  Hilton— on  business." 

^^  My  dear  Geoffrey  I  "  exclaimed  his  aunt, 
uneasily. 

'^Yes,  and  T  can  take  any  messages  you 
like.  I  came  to-day  partly  to  tell  you,  Aunt 
Sarah,  that  I  have  had  an  offer  of  the  Consul- 
ship at ,  and  I  shall  probably  accept  it." 

^'  That  broiling  place  in  the  Mediter- 
ranean ?  " 

^^  Yes ;  I  do  not  think  we  shall  mind  the 
heat." 

Mrs.  Mathewson  felt  that,  in  spite  of  her 
anxiety,  it  was  impossible  to  question  him  in 
Erica's  presence.  She  had  been  uneasy  ever 
since  his  visit  to  Blithefield,  first  fearing  that 
in  consequence  of  her  own  imprudence  he 
had   fallen  in  love  with  Laura,  whom  she 
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particularly  disliked  ;  then  when  after 
Edith's  visit  to  town  he  had  gone  away 
without  giving  any  account  of  himself  she 
had  imagined  that  it  was  because  of  a  fancy 
for  her  which  he  knew  to  be  hopeless ;  and 
now  when  he  had  come  back  again  after 
80  long  an  absence  it  seemed  to  be 
only  for  the  purpose  of  throwing  himself 
into  the  way  of  difficulty  and  temptation 
again. 

^^  Erica,  dear,  if  you  have  finished  break- 
fast we  will  go  upstairs,  and  I  want  you  to 
come  with  me  to  the  study,  Geofirey ;  I  have 
a  great  deal  to  say  to  you,"  she  said,  and  for 
the  next  half -hour  Geoffrey  patiently  endured 
unlimited  questioning,  but  at  the  end  of  it 
she  felt  that  she  had  gained  little  satisfactory 
information.  Not  that  he  wished  to  mislead 
her  beyond  a  point  that  was  necessary,  but 
that  the  history  of  the  past  year,  although  of 
•deep    importance    to    his    own    mind    and 
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character,  had  little  in  it  of  interest  for  other 
people. 

''  And  you  are  really  going  down  to  Blithe- 
field  ?  "  she  asked. 

^'  Yes,  and  I  will  see  you  as  soon  as  I  come 
back,  but  I  do  not  wish  to  speak  of  my 
business  beforehand." 

^'You  have  had  plenty  of  time  to  think 
over  everything,  Greoffrey  ? '' 

'^Yes,  and  I  have  thought  a  great  deaL 
As  to  this  Consulship,  I  believe  it  is  best  for 
me  to  take  it,  it  is  not  worth  much,  three  or 
four  hundred  a  year,  I  think,  but  it  is  some- 
thing to  do,  and  an  opening  for  other  things. 
In  some  of  'your  wanderings  you  will  come 
and  see  my  Mediterranean  home?  They 
say  the  place  is  lovely." 

"Yes,  but  I  feel  anxious,  Geoffrey.  You 
will  tell  me  more  soon  ?  " 

^'  I  will  tell  you  everything  at  the  first 
possible  moment ;    it  will  be  my  pleasure,^ 


Geoffrey's  welcome.  231 

and  no  one  else  has  such  a  claim  to  be 
bothered  with  my  joys  and  sorrows,"  he 
answered,  smiling  and  kissing  her,  feeling 
that  for  the  past  year  he  had  been  selfish 
towards  her  in  his  silence. 

It  had,  of  course,  been  impossible  for  him 
to  go  down  to  Blithefield  and  speak  to  Mr. 
Hilton  about  Laura  while  Bernard's  condition 
was  causing  them  all  anxiety,  and  he  had 
waited  a  week  in  order  to  get  accustomed  to 
his  old  ways  of  life  again  before  going  to  see 
Mrs.  Mathewson,  and  hear  the  news.  His 
own  observations,  and  the  report  he  had 
heard  before  leaving  Blithefield,  had  led  him 
to  hope  that  the  accident  although  serious 
might  not  be  dangerous,  and  his  time  had 
been  so  much  occupied  by  his  o^vn  a:ffairs 
that  he  had  had  little  leism-e  for  dwelling  on 
the  subject.  He  had  kept  himself  quiet  in 
case  by  any  possibility  he  might  have  been 
traced,  but  the  change  in  his  appearance  was 
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SO  complete  that  he  had  little  fear  of  it,  and 
he  had  left  nothing  behind  him  which  could 
afford  a  clue.  Meanwhile  the  promised 
appointment  had  been  offered  to  him,  and 
he  had  spent  much  of  his  time  in  making 
inquiries  as  to  the  fitness  of  the  place  as  a 
home  for  Laura,  and  had  satisfied  himself 
that  from  his  point  of  view,  and  therefore 
he  believed  from  hers,  there  was  little  left 
to  desire,  and  he  had  now  only  to  gain  her 
consent  before  sending  his  final  acceptance. 
He  expected  that  Mr.  Hilton  would  make 
difficulties,  even  perhaps,  at  first,  refuse  his 
suit  altogether,  but  that  must  be  got  over 
somehow.  Laura,  he  was  sure,  would  be 
firm,  and  the  relations  between  father  and 
daughter  were  in  this  case  so  peculiar  that 
the  amount  of  affection  to  be  outraged  by 
opposition  was  small  and  hardly  to  be  con- 
sidered. His  income,  although  not  large, 
was  sufficient,  and  on  that  score,  Mr.  Hilton 
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•could  make  no  reasonable  objection,  nor 
could  the  distance  of  his  future  home  from 
Blithefield  be  called  a  serious  obstacle,  for 
Laura  had  not  been  happy  in  her  father's 
house,  nor  had  any  one  there  taken  pleasure 
in  her  company,  and  a  merely  sentimental 
dislike  to  the  idea  of  separation  was  not 
likely  to  be  felt  on  either  side.  But  if  by 
any  means  it  should  happen  that  she  proved 
to  be  beyond  his  reach  he  must  make  his 
plans  anew,  throw  up  the  appointment,  and 
go  back  to  Gordon  for  awhile  to  learn  some- 
thing of  his  philosophy,  and  admire,  and 
perhaps  some  day  imitate,  his  satisfying 
benevolence.  But  he  believed  in  Laura,  and 
started  for  Blithefield  with  an  easy  mind. 
Dismissing  at  the  gates  the  man  who  had 
driven  him  from  the  station,  it  was  about 
three  o'clock  when  he  reached  the  house, 
and  found  Stephens  standing  at  the  open 
front  door  watching  the  receding  figures  of 
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Mr.  Hilton  and  Editli,  who  had  gone  out 
riding  and  were  disappearing  in  the 
direction  opposite  to  that  by  which  he  had 
come. 

^'No,  sir,  I  am  sorry  to  say  master's  just 
gone  out,  but  Miss  Laura's  at  home ;  if  you'll 
step  in  I'll  go  and  find  her,  sir,"  said  Stephens, 
after  a  respectfully  cordial  greeting,  glad  to 
think  that  at  last  some  progress  was  to  be 
made  in  the  romance  in  which  he,  in  common 
with  the  rest  of  the  servants,  had  been  much 
interested. 

*^  Thank  you,  Ste^Dhens;  I  need  not  trouble 
you.  I  daresay  I  shall  find  Miss  Laura  in 
the  blue  study  as  of  old." 

''  Yes,  sir,  she's  mostly  there,  but  some- 
times she  sits  with  Mr.  Offord ;  you  mayn't 
have  heard  that  he's  lately  happened  of  a 
terrible  accident  and  got  shot  ?  " 

''  Yes,  I  heard  something  of  it  from  Mrs, 
Mathewson,    but    I    shall    be   glad   to    hear 
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more,''  said  Geoffrey,  anxious  for  any  infor- 
mation he  could  gain  about  Morris ;  and,  to 
his  infinite  amusement,  for  the  next  ten 
minutes,  Stephens  regaled  him  with  a  descrip- 
tion  of  the  truculent  appearance  and  under- 
hand ways  of  Thornage's  lodger,  of  whom 
every  member  of  the  household  felt  it  their 
duty  to  copy  their  master  in  feeling 
suspicious.  There  was  much  satisfaction, 
too,  in  being  persuaded  of  his  guilt,  as  it 
removed  all  idea  of  blame  from  any  one  in 
Mr.  Hilton's  service,  and  enabled  them  to 
watch  the  efforts  and  inquiries  of  the  police 
with  calm  interest  and  superiority.  Managing 
at  last  to  cut  short  Stephens's  story,  Geoffrey 
ran  upstairs  and  knocked  at  the  door  of  the 
blue  study  with  a  low  lingering  knock 
which  Laura  had  been  accustomed  to  use 
during  his  illness  when  he  had  feared  un- 
welcome visitors,  and  when  he  went  in  she 
had  already  come  forward  to  meet  him. 
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^^  You  expected  me  ?''  he  asked,  taking  her 
hand. 

^^  Yes,  I  knew  you  would  come  soon — when 
it  was  safe.  Geoffrey,  is  there  no  risk 
now  ?  " 

^^  Not  a  bit!  I  have  been  talking  to 
Stephens,  and  from  his  account,  Thornage's 
lodger  is  too  black  a  villain,  and  was  too 
suspicious  from  the  beginning,  to  be  asso- 
ciated with  a  harmless  man  like  me.  Now, 
Laura,  I  expect  that  you  and  I  are  equally 
weary  of  all  that  business  ;  we  will  talk  about 
ourselves  ;  there  is  a  lifetime  in  interest  to  be 
accounted  for  since  we  parted  in  this  room 
a  year  ago." 

*^  It  has  been  a  long  year!"  said  Laura, 
quietly. 

^^  My  love,  I  know  it!  But  you  would 
not  have  had  me  come  before  ?  I  boasted  to 
you  if  you  remember  that  I  was  beyond  all 
ordinary  human  passions,   and  when  I  dis- 
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covered  my  weakness  I  did  not  know  how  to 
deal  with  it.  Laura,  shall  I  tell  you  all  that 
was  in  my  mind?  or  shall  it  be  a  page,  not 
hidden  away,  but  utterly  destroyed  for  both 
of  us  ?  '^ 

"  Can  it  be  destroyed,  Geoffrey?  Can  I — 
disliked  and  neglected  and  imperfect — satisfy 
you  in  place  of  your  beautiful  dream  ?  " 

Geoffrey  took  both  her  hands,  and  looked 
at  her  long  and  earnestly.  ^'  Laura,"  he 
said  at  last,  with  a  smile  both  tender  and 
humorous,  'Ho  me  you  are  the  most 
beautiful  woman  in  the  world!  Are  you 
satisfied  ?  " 

She  looked  at  him  with  an  answering 
smile.  '^  If  you  could  always  see  me  like 
that,  Geoffrey ! " 

''My  love,  why  not?  Has  not  the  time 
come  to  both  of  us  '  when  thoughts  of 
difference  passed  like  dreams  away  ?'  Stick 
to  me,  Laura ;  we  want  each  other,   and  I 
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don't  think  anybody  else  particularly  wants 
either  of  us.  Don't  let  a  sentimental  idea  of 
duty  and  sacrifice  spoil  both  our  lives,  every 
one  would  be  sorry  afterwards  when  it  was 
too  late." 

''  I  know,  but  they  have  been  much  kinder 
to  me  lately,"  said  Laura  regretfully. 

Geoffrey  laughed.  '^  A  little  kindness 
goes  a  long  way  with  you,  dear.  Shall  you 
think  my  brain  has  turned  when  I  make  the 
€are  of  you  my  chief  happiness  ?  " 

^^  I  do  not  know — I  think  perhaps  I  shall ; 
but  you  have  so  much  to  teach  me, 
Geofeey!" 

^^  I  think  the  first  lesson  will  be  one  I  shall 
have  to  learn  with  you — that  it  is  right  and 
reasonable  that  we  should  be  happy." 

' '  Well !  I  shall  have  learned  a  great  deal 
when  I  come  to  understand  that  what  is 
called  reasonable  can  be  pleasant,"  said 
Laura  sighing ;    and    Geoffrey   hastened  to 
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assure  her  that  if  she  found  the  word  dis- 
agreeable it  should  never  pass  his  lips  again, 
but  that  as  long  as  it  suited  her  fancy,  their 
lives  should  be  passed  together  in  the  en- 
chanted novelty  of  a  fool's  paradise;  ^'and 
then,  one  day,"  he  said,  "  we  shall  wake  up 
and  do  a  little  bit  of  good  in  the  world 
together." 
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CHAPTER       XVII. 

FATHER  OR  LOVER. 

Gkoffkey's  return  was  an  event  of  consider- 
able interest  to  every  member  of  the  Blithe* 
field  household,  and  Mrs.  Hughes  could  not 
refrain  from  speaking  of  it  to  her  patient, 
but  was  alarmed  and  disconcerted  by  the 
eagerness  with  which  he  made  inquiries  and 
begged  to  see  the  visitor.  This  was  a  serious 
responsibility,  and  she  did  not  at  all  know 
what  to  do  for  the  best  in  the  absence  of  her 
master  and  Miss  Edith ;  but,  after  reflecting 
on  the  necessity  for  humouring  invalids,  she 
knocked  at  the  door  of  the  blue  study,  and 
requested  Mr.  Poland  to  be  so  kind  as  to 
spare  a  few  minutes  for  Mr.  Offord. 
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^^Not  that  he's  any  business  to  see  you^ 
sir,  but  he's  set  his  mind  on  it." 

'^  And  that  is  quite  enough,  Mrs.  Hughes  ; 
I  will  go  and  see  him  for  a  short  time,  and 
will  be  so  discreet  that  I  can  promise  you  I 
shall  do  him  no  harm.  I  will  follow  you 
directly.     AVill  you  come  too,  Laura  ?  " 

^^  Yes,  I  often  see  him;  he  is  a  good  friend 
of  mine,"  she  answered,  and  willingly  led^  the 
way. 

^'  Are  you  not  running  a  risk,  Poland  ?  " 
asked  Bernard  anxiously,  as  he  met  his 
^^sitor's  cordial  clasp  of  the  hand. 

'^  No,  I  think  not,  only  your  keen  eyes 
and  Laura's  discovered  my  identity,  and 
inquiry  does  not  seem  to  have  been  pushed 
as  far  as  one  expected." 

^'  No,  I  refused  to  allow  rewards  to  be 
offered,  and  Morris's  gratitude  is  almost 
too  great  to  you  and  to  me." 

*^  Poor   devil  I     It   is   not   much    I    have 

VOL.  HI.  •  R 
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done  for  him.  I  think  he  is  worth  a  little 
risk  and  effort — with  all  his  faults. 

^'  Yes,  I  have  had  a  talk  with  him 
once  or  twice  since  this  happened,  and  I 
believe  it  will  be  the  making  of  him. 
Lam-a,  give  me  your  hand ;  that  is  right  I 
Now,  Poland,  I  want  to  speak  to  you  as 
if  I  was  her  brother — you  know  such  folks 
take  liberties !  Could  you  prove  that  your 
coming  here  was  all  right,  in  spite  of 
disguise,  if  it  should  so  happen  that  you 
were  discovered  and  pulled  up?" 

Geoffrey  laughed.  ^^  My  disguise  was 
one  with  which  nature  supplied  me. 
Deprive  me  of  the  services  of  a  barber 
and  the  use  of  razors  for  a  month  or  two, 
and  you  will  see  Thornage's  lodger  again. 
But,  speaking  seriously,  Offord,  Laura  and 
I  have  had  an  explanation."  Here  he 
leaned  forward  and  put  his  hand  on 
her  shoulder.     ' '  We  understand  each  other. 
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and  I  shall  not  consider  it  necessary 
to  explain  my  past  motives  even  to  her 
father.  I  am  glad  that  for  once  she  should 
have  your  brotherly  care ;  but  I  think, 
Laura,  you  will  scarcely  need  it. 

She  looked  at  him  and  smiled. 

^^  Forgive  me!  and  don't  be  discouraged 
by  prejudices,  Poland,"  said  Bernard. 
*  ^  Laura,  dear  sister,  I  believe  I  must  give 
my  consent." 

Laura  laughed,  but  insisted  that  the 
invalid  was  exceeding  his  privileges  and 
must  be  left  to  rest,  although,  on  his 
promising  to  be  silent,  they  consented  to 
sit  beside  him  for  a  little  while,  and  tell 
him  of  the  future  to  which  they  looked 
forward. 

''I  don't  regard  this  place  as  one 
where  we  are  to  spend  our  lives,"  said 
Geoffrey;  ''but  I  must  get  into  a  habit 
of    work,    and    this    will    do     as    well    as 
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anything  else  to  begin  ^dtli.  I  like  the 
idea  of  the  beautiful  foreign  country  for 
Laura  better  than  a  town  house  and 
narrow  society ,  and  I  shall  have  time 
to  spare  for  working  up  any  subject 
which  may  seem  likely  to  lead  to  future 
openings.  Laura,  the  chief  part  of  our 
outfit  shall  consist  of  blue  books." 

*^  I  think  I  could  learn  to  understand 
them." 

^^Yes,  and  I  expect  you  will.  OfEord, 
no  one  could  refuse  you  anything  in  your 
wounded  condition,  put  in  a  good  word 
for  us,  we  should  be  on  our  way  in  two 
months'  time." 

Bernard  promised,  and  then  Mrs.  Hughes 
came  and  ordered  the  visitors  away. 

^'' Are  you  frightened,  Laura?"  he  asked, 
detaining  her  for  a  moment. 

^*  Yes,  a  little.  Father  will  be  hard  to 
persuade." 
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^'I  am  afraid  lie  mil;  but  knowing  all 
about  it  I  do  not  scruple  to  say,  be  firm." 

'^  I  cannot  help  it,  it  is  all  I  have  to  care 
for,"  she  answered,  and  then  hurried  away 
to  get  ready  for  a  walk  with  Geoffrey  in 
the  now  leafy  oak  woods. 

Stephens  confessed  afterwards  to  Mrs. 
Hughes,  that  when,  half  an  hour  later,  his 
master  rode  up  to  the  door  he  felt  ^^all  of 
a  tremble "  when  he  had  to  go  forward 
and  tell  him  that  a  gentleman  had  come 
to  see  him.     ^'  Mr.  Poland,  sir." 

^^Mr.  Poland!"  exclaimed  Mr.  Hilton. 
^'  Of  course  you  told  him  I  was  not  at 
home." 

^^Yes,  sir,  and  he  said  he  would  wait. 
He's  been  sitting  with  Mr.  Offord,  but 
he's  out  walking  in  the  park  now,  sir." 

^^Did   he ?"    began  Mr.  Hilton,  but 

checked  himself ;  it  was  impossible  to 
inquire      about      Laura      from      Stephens. 
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^'Come  in,  Edith,"  he  said  hastily,  and 
g-oing  before  her  into  his  study  he  scarcely 
waited  until  the  door  was  shut  before  he 
exclaimed  angrily,  '^  What  can  have  brought 
that  fellow  here  ?  With  my  consent  he 
should  never  have  come  inside  my  doors 
again !  Edith,  go  at  once  to  Laura  and 
tell  her  to  come  and  speak  to  me.  I  can 
scarcely  believe  she  has  seen  him,  knowing 
what  I  think  on  the  subject ;  but  I  must 
make  sure." 

"  Father,  dear,  don't  be  hard  upon  them  !  " 
said  Edith,  anxiously ;   but  he  put  her  aside. 

^'  My  dear,  I  cannot  be  dictated  to  on 
this  subject,  I  know  what  is  right ;  "  and  she 
could  venture  to  say  no  more  before  going 
to  look  for  Laura. 

But  she  was  not  to  be  found,  either  in  her 
own  room  or  the  blue  study ;  and  when 
Edith  rang  the  bell,  Ellis  appeared  in  a  stat^ 
of  half-pleased,  half-frightened  excitement. 
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''  Oh,  have  you  heard,  Miss  Edith?— Mr. 
Poland  came  just  after  you  went  out,  and 
he  and  Miss  Laura  have  been  talking  to  Mr. 
Offord,  and  now  they're  gone  for  a 
walk.'' 

"  You  must  be  mistaken,  Ellis;  no  doubt 
Mr.  Poland  has  gone  out,  but  Miss  Laura 
must  be  somewhere  about  the  house,"  said 
Edith,  in  dismay. 

"  No,  miss,  I  saw  them  go,  just  as  they 
used  when  Mr.  Poland  was  here  before," 
answered  Ellis,  who  had  also  been  some- 
what taken  aback  by  their  hardihood ;  while 
the  truth  was  that  they  were  both  so  pre- 
pared for  difficulties  that  they  scarcely 
considered  their  own  conduct  could  increase 
them. 

Laura  felt  that  her  father's  dislike  to 
Greoftrey  was  almost  entirely  prejudice,  and 
as  such  could  not  be  guarded  against,  while 
an  hour  of  the  happiness  of  being-  too-ether 
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Avas  too  precious  to  both  of  them  not  to  be 
secured  at  all  hazard. 

''  I  see  them  just  coming  back,  miss," 
said  Ellis,  who  had  gone  to  the  window ;  and 
hastily  snatching  up  her  hat  Edith  ran 
downstairs  and  out  through  the  side  door, 
and  hurried  to  meet  them,  trusting  that  she 
might  be  in  time  to  send  one  of  them  in 
alone  and  so  save  the  outbreak  of  her 
father's  anger,  which  would  surely  come  if 
he  saw  them  too^ether.  She  srave  her  hand 
to  Geoffrey  but  scarcely  spoke  to  him,  and 
turned  eagerly  to  Laura. 

'^  Father  wants  to  speak  to  you,"  she  said ; 
^'will  you  go  to  him  in  the  study?  and  I 
will  stay  out  here  with  Mr.  Poland  for  a 
little  while." 

"Your  father  is  angry  at  my  coming," 
said  Geoffrey,  "I  expected  that  he  would 
be;  but  I  can  justify  myself  in  his  eyes. 
Laura,  I   will  see  him  first." 
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^'No,  Laura  had  better  go,"  said  Editli, 
anxiously,  but  at  the  same  nioment  she  saw 
that  her  care  had  come  too  late;  her  father 
had  grown  impatient  and  suspicious,  and 
had  come  out  to  see  for  himself  whether  the 
intruder  was  returning,  and  now  stood  on 
the  terrace  watching  them.  He  did  not  take 
a  stop  to  meet  them,  but  when  they  had 
silently  approached  him  he  bowed  coldly  to 
Geoffrey  and  said — 

^^I  understand  that  you  wish  to  speak  to 
me,  Mr.  Poland — Laura,  go  in  with  your 
sister ;  "  and  then,  when  the  girls  were  out  of 
hearing,  he  went  on.  '  ^  I  had  imagined  that 
you  would  understand  that  I  did  not  expect 
a  visit  from  you." 

''  I  quite  understood  that ;  but  I  hope  when 
I  have  explained  matters  to  you,  you  will 
think  differently,"  answered  Geoffrey, 
quietly. 

*'I   cannot  see  that  there  is  any  need  of 
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explanation  between  us.  I  trust  that  I  long 
ago  expressed  my  gratitude  fittingly  for  the 
great  service  you  did  me  ;  but  I  regret  that 
circumstances,  which  we  need  not  enter 
upon  as  you  understand  them  as  well  as  I 
do,  compel  me  to  say  that  I  do  not  wish  our 
acquaintance  renewed." 

'^  That  is  to  say,  Mr  Hilton,  that  if  you 
could  you  would  decline  to  enter  upon  I'le 
subject  of  my  marriage  with  your  daughter." 

'^Entirely!  it  will  not,  if  you  please,  be 
mentioned  between  us." 

^^  I  came  here  to-day  for  that  purpose  and 
no  other,"  answered  Geoffrey.  "'  I  am  sorry 
that  it  is  disagreeable  to  you,  but  it  cannot 
be  avoided.  I  have  been  speaking  to  your 
daughter " 

^'  Good  Heavens  !  you  tell  me  that  to  my 
face  ? "  exclaimed  Mr.  Hilton,  no  longer 
able  to  control  his  anger.  '^  Have  you  none 
of  the  feelins^s  of  a  gentleman,  sir,  that  you 
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venture  to  seek  her  out  after  I  have  given 
you  to  understand  that  I  decline  your 
acquaintance  for  myself  and  for  her  ?" 

^*  You  put  the  case  too  strongly,"  answered 
Geoffrey,  determined  not  to  take  offence. 
''  I  grant  that  I  knew  that  you  would  allow 
no  correspondence  between  us ;  but  I  expect 
at  least  a  hearing  when  I  tell  you  that 
I  have  come  to-day  to  ask  your  consent 
to  our  marriage,  now  that  I  can  offer  your 
daughter  a  pleasant  home,  and  can  assure 
you  that  I  shall  have  sufficient  means  to 
keep  her  in  comfort,  although  not,  of  course, 
with  the  luxury  of  your  house ;  and  that 
she  has  consented  to  share  what  I  have." 

Mr.  Hilton  scarcely  listened ;  he  was 
intently  occupied  in  keeping  back  the 
violent  words  of  dislike  and  anger  which 
came  readily  to  his  lips.  He  honestly 
believed  that  this  man  had  been  trifling 
with  his  daughter's    affection,   that   he  had 
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won  it  and  wearied  of  it,  and  left  her  to 
break  her  heart  over  him  if  she  pleased ;  but 
what  his  object  might  be  in  coming  back 
again  he  was  unable  to  guess.  A  man  of 
strong  prejudices,  it  was  impossible  for  him 
to  realise  that  there  might  be  good  in  a  man 
for  whom  he  felt  a  personal  dislike,  and 
Geoffrey's  ungenial  manner,  both  before  and 
during  his  illness,  his  resolute  refusal  of  all 
expressions  of  gratitude,  and  his  obstinate 
unsociability  had  impressed  him  almost  as 
crimes  ;  and  yet  if  he  had  come  forward  and 
asked  his  consent  to  an  engagement  with 
Laura  before  he  went  away  for  the  first 
time,  he  would  have  seen  no  sufficient  reason 
for  refusing.  He  would  have  thought  the 
match  a  bad  one  for  a  girl  in  Laura's 
position,  but  as  far  as  money  was  concerned 
he  was  a  man  of  generous  thoughts,  and 
would  have  had  no  suspicion  that  the  lover 
was  a  fortune-hunter.     But  when  Geoffrey 
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went  away  in  silence,  giving  no  explanation 
of  his  motives,  he  thought  badly  of  him, 
and  blamed  himself  and  every  one  else  for 
having  let  matters  alone  and  taken  no  care 
for  Laura;  and  being  still  sore  with  self- 
reproach  Greoffrey's  attempt  at  correspon- 
dence before  saying  a  word  of  his  intentions 
had  seemed  almost  an  insult.  E\en  then, 
if  he  had  given  some  explanation,  it  might 
have  been  well  received,  or  at  least  duly 
considered ;  but  a  whole  year  had  passed — 
a  year  during  which,  even  while  absent,  he 
had  brought  quarrels  and  discomfort  into 
the  family;  and  although  Mr.  Hilton  would 
have  been  puzzled  to  decide  how  far  his 
dislike  was  based  upon  facts  or  upon  his 
own  imagination,  he  distinctly  felt  that  he 
was  justified  in  feeling  it. 

Geoffrey  waited  long  for  an  answer,  and 
then  spoke  again. 

^'  I  hope,   sir,  that  you  have  decided — on 
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thinking  over  it,  that  there  is  something  to 
be  said  in  my  favour.  Besides,  some  private 
reasons  for  my  silence,  which  your  daughter 
understands,  I  think  I  need  only  remind 
you  that  it  was  not  possible  for  me  to  come 
forward  until  I  had  assurance  of  sufficient 
means." 

"  And  I  wish  you  to  understand,  sir," 
interrupted  Mr.  Hilton;  ''that  until  these 
private  reasons  are  explained  to  me,  as  well 
as  to  my  daughter,  I  refuse  to  consent  to 
any  intercourse  between  you.  That  is  my 
final  decision,  and  excepting  upon  that  con- 
dition I  decline  your  acquaintance." 

'^  Your  condition  is  unreasonable,  and  I 
refuse  to  accept  it ;  nor  do  I  think  that  your 
daughter  will  feel  bound  by  ties  of  duty 
which,  by  your  own  consent,  have  hitherto 
been  almost  ignored  between  you.  I  shall 
have  no  scruple  in  persuading  her  to  break 
such  ties,  which  have  been  only  in  name." 
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*'  I  must  thank  you  for  giving  me  notice, 
which  will  enable  me  to  take  precautions," 
answered  Mr.  Hilton,  pale  with  anger  ;  "  and 
now,  sir,  if  you  please — having  decidedly 
and  finally  rejected  your  suit — I  will  wish 
you  good  day." 

But  Geoffrey  resolved  to  make  one  more 
effort.  "'  Mr.  Hilton — you  have  not  con- 
sidered it  necessary  to  treat  me  with  the 
ordinary  civility  of  one  gentleman  to 
another;  you  seem  to  have  determined 
beforehand  that  my  motives  must  be  bad, 
but  I  can  scarcely  doubt  that  you  will  recon- 
sider the  matter.  Mrs.  Mathewson  will  be 
the  bearer  of  any  message  from  you." 

^' Thank  you,"  said  Mr.  Hilton  coldly. 
^'  Should  such  occasion  arise  I  shall  not  fail 
to  take  advantage  of  her  kindness."  Then 
he  turned  resolutely  away,  and  Geoffrey 
felt  that  on  that  day  at  least  there  was 
nothing  more  to  be  gained  from  him. 
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Eetiirning  to  the  house,  Mr.  Hilton  rang 
the  bell  and  desired  that  Laura  should  be 
sent  to  him ;  and  after  a  few  minutes  she 
came  down  to  the  study,  and  Edith  Avith  her. 

^^I  wish  to  tell  you,  Laura,"  said  her 
father,  with  unrelenting  severity  of  tone  and 
manner,  ''  that  I  have  refused  to  give  my 
consent  to  an  engagement  between  you  and 
Mr.  Poland,  either  now  or  at  any  future 
time.  If  you  msh  for  reasons,  you  must 
know  that  I  do  not  in  anv  way  think  well 
of  him  or  consider  that  I  should  be  justified 
in  giving  you  into  his  care." 

^^  Father!"  exclaimed  Edith,  pleadingly. 

^^  My  dear,  this  is  no  affair  of  yours,"  he 
answered,  sharply.  '^  I  hope,  Laura,  I  have 
no  need  to  be  assured  that  you  will  obey  me 
in  having  no  further  acquaintance  with 
him." 

Laura  said  nothing  for  a  few  moments; 
then,  moving  her  hand   from   Edith^s  arm, 
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she  took  a  step  or  two  forward,  and  answered 
firmly — 

'^In  this  matter  I  owe  to  Mr.  Poland  a 
greater  duty  than  to  you,  father.  I  have 
given  him  a  promise  and  I  shall  keep  it. 
I  would  obey  you  if  I  could,  but  in  this  I 
cannot." 

Mr.  Hilton  started  from  his  chair  in 
violent  anger,  but  again  Edith  interposed. 
''Father  I  Laura!  Do  not  speak  like  this 
to  each  other !  Oh,  it  is  dreadful  I  Laura, 
you  will  not  go  against  father's  wishes  ?  " 

Mr.  Hilton  gave  Laura  no  time  to  answer. 

''  You  will  give  me  a  promise  of  obedience 
or  you  will  leave  my  house  at  once.  I  will 
have  no  disobedient  child  here  to  be  a  curse 
to  me,"  he  said,  and  Laura  turned  to  him, 
with  a  white  face,  and  answered, 

''I  must  go,  then,  father.  You  ask  of  me 
more  than  I  can  do  ;  more  than  you  have  a 
right  to  expect,  after  all  these  years  when 

VOL.  III.  s 
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you  have  neither  loved  me  nor  cared  for 
me.  Edith — it  is  useless ;  you  can  do 
nothing ! "  and  she  turned  and  left  the  room, 
with  a  long,  backward  look,  as  if  taking 
leave  of  it  for  ever. 
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^'  Edith,  I  must  go  away  at  once.  I  will  go 
to  Adelaide,"  said  Laura,  turning  her  pale 
face  to  her  sister  as  soon  as  they  got  outside 
the  study  door.  ^'  I  can't  stay  here,  even  if 
father  would  let  me.  I  must  go  now — in  an 
hour  !     Help  me  to  get  away." 

^^  Laura,  dear,  he  did  not  mean  that !  " 
''I  do  not  know — I  scarcely  care;  but 
I  must  go,"  answered  Laura,  excitedly. 
^'  Edith,  don't  you  understand — I  must  see 
G-eofltrey,  and  I  cannot  see  him  here.  I 
suppose  I  owe  that  obedience." 

Then,    when     they    had     gone     upstairs 
togetlier,  and  stood  at  the   door  of  the  blue 
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study,  she  begged  her  sister  to  order  the 
carriage  and  tell  Ellis  to  pack  her  clothes, 
whilst  she  herself  collected  her  cherished 
possessions. 

' '  You  need  not  take  much  ;  you  will  soon 
come  back  again,"  said  Edith. 

^'  I  shall  never  come  back  !  No,  Edith  ; 
you  are  kind  to  me  now,  and  I  am  glad  of 
you ;  but  you  will  not  miss  me,  and  Geoffrey 
wants  me.  I  am  not  to  be  pitied — not  in 
the  least;  but  it  is  hard  to  go  away  in  father's 
anger,  and  I  have  not  done  wrong.  I 
cannot  give  up  all  my  life." 

^'  I  think  you  are  right,  if  you  can 
perfectly  trust  in  Geoffrey." 

"  I  can  trust  him  perfectly ;  he  has  hidden 
nothing  from  me,"  answered  Laura  proudl}\ 
Then  she  shut  herself  into  the  blue  study 
and  locked  the  door,  and  stood  looking  round 
her  with  an  agony  of  regret.  Here  the 
happiest  hours  of    her  life  had  been  spent, 
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here  she  and  Geoffrey  had  learned  to  know 
and  love  each  other,  here  she  had  lived 
through  her  joys  and  sorrows  alone  ;  and 
although  she  knew  that  she  was  going  to  a 
new  life  with  him — a  life  happier  than  her 
happiest  hours  had  ever  been — she  clung  to 
the  memories  of  this  room  with  passionate 
fondness. 

There  was  little  in  it  that  she  could  call 
her  own.  She  had  not  gathered  round  her 
that  multitude  of  small  possessions  in  which 
girls  delight;  but  she  lingered  over  her 
task,  and  when  everything  was  collected  she 
sat  doTvm  for  the  last  time  by  the  little 
writing-table,  and  leaned  her  head  against 
it  with  bitter,  regretful  tears.  Her  life  here 
was  over.  For  nearly  one  and  twenty  years 
she  had  lived  as  an  alien  in  her  father's 
house,  had  wasted  precious  time  and  precious 
powers  in  vain  and  sullen  discontent  and 
apathy,  and  now  what  would  she  not  give 
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to  have  them  to  live  over  again  ?  But  she 
had  abeady  spent  too  long  in  brooding  over 
troubles  and  grievances;  there  were  other 
things  to  do  now,  and  with  a  last  lingering 
look  at  the  dear  room  and  all  that  it  held, 
she  gathered  up  her  books  and  left  the  old 
life  behind. 

When  Ellis,  with  silent  tears,  had  packed 
what  was  needful  and  received  orders 
about  things  which  for  the  present  must  be 
left  with  her,  Laura  felt  that  there  was  one 
more  farewell  to  be  said ;  she  could  not 
leave  without  seeing  Bernard. 

It  was  past  seven  o'clock  now,  and  her 
father  and  Edith  were  at  dinner — a  dreary 
and  silent  ceremony  it  would  be  to-night, 
she  knew,  but  it  must  be  gone  through,  and 
at  least  it  had  the  advantage  of  leaving 
her  undistm'bed. 

Every  one  in  the  house  knew  by  this  time 
that  Miss  Laura's  lover  had  been  dismissed/ 
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and  every  one  sympatliised  ;  but  when  to 
this  was  added  the  news  that  she  was  leaving^ 
home  at  once  no  one  knew  what  to  make 
of  it.  It  was  all  very  well  to  say  that  she 
was  going  to  Mrs.  Paget' s,  but  she  couldn't 
stop  there  always,  and  master  might  wait 
long  enough  before  another  gentleman  offered 
to  take  her  off  his  hands — not  that  she  wasn't 
more  pleasant  in  her  ways  than  she  used  to 
be— -but  there!  she  wasn't  like  Miss  Edith 
or  Miss  Erica,  and  it  wasn't  every  one  that 
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knew  where  to  find  the  good  that  was 
in  her. 

Mrs.  Hughes  had  taken  twice  as  much 
interest  in  her  since  she  had  been  sent  to 
Folkestone  to  fetch  her  home,  and  had  not 
the  heart  to  refuse  to  let  her  see  Mr.  Offord, 
although  she  believed  that  he  was  just  falling 
into  a  quiet  doze. 

"  I  shall  scarcely  disturb  him,  but  I  must 
see  him  for  a  moment,  Mrs.  Hughes,"  said 
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Laura,  as  she  went  in  gently ;  and  finding 
him  asleep,  stood  looking  at  him  silently, 
with  tears  in  her  eyes.  '^  Good-bye,  dear 
brother,"  she  said  softly  at  last,  bending 
down  and  kissing  him,  and  he  woke  and 
looked  up  at  her  with  a  smile. 

^^Have  you  come  to  say  good-night  ?  Is 
it  late?" 

^'  No  ;  not  very.  I  came  to  say  good-bye. 
I  am  going  away;  and  as  long  as  I  live  I 
shall  be  glad  to  remember  how  kind  you 
have  been  to  me." 

Bernard  held  out  his  hand  and  clasped 
hers.  ^^  I  remember,  now !  Poland  has  been 
liere.  Is  your  father  angry,  and  sending  you 
away?" 

^^  Yes  ;  I  am  going  to  Adelaide.  Bernard, 
I  could  not  give  him  up  !  " 

^^No,  of  course  you  could  not.  I  believe 
it  will  all  come  right ;  at  least,  we  will  do  our 
best." 
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^'  I  know  jou  will.  1  must  go  now, 
Bernard." 

'^  You  are  not  unhaj^py,  dear?" 

^^  No,  not  unliappy ;  but  very,  very  sorry, 
— more  sorry  than  I  could  tell  you." 

^'  Yes,  but  I  hope  your  good-bye  to  us 
all  is  only  for  a  little  time."  Then,  with 
another  silent  kiss,  she  left  him. 

Morris  was  waiting  with  the  ponies  to 
drive  her,  and  she  went  away  quietly, 
Edith  not  daring,  with  all  her  father's 
indulgence,  to  leave  the  dinner-table  to  see 
her.  The  first  mile  was  passed  in  silence, 
and  then  Morris's  mind  was  too  full  to  be 
kept  any  longer  under  restraint. 

^^  Beg  pardon.  Miss  Laura !  but  'tis'nt 
^cause  of  Mr.  Offord's  accident  you're 
going  away  ?  " 

'^No  Morris,"  answered  Laura,  slowly, 
bringing  herself  back  with  difficulty  to  a 
remembrance    of  what    was    in    his   mind. 
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"  No,  you  may  be  quite  easy  ;  it  is  nothings 
to  do  with  that." 

Morris  pondered  for  awhile.  '^  Miss 
Laura,"  he  said  presently,  ''  if  ever  Master 
should  want  to  know  that  Mr.  Poland's 
a  good  'un,  I'll  speak  uj)." 

^^  Thank  you,  Morris,"  said  Laura,  both 
touched  and  amused;  ^^  I  know  that  you 
are  right  in  thinking  that,  and  Mr.  Ofiurd 
knows  that  it  is  an  honourable  gentleman 
whom  I  am  going  to  marry ;  but  I  am  afraid 
my  father  will  never  believe  it."  Laura's 
protest  was  rather  to  the  world  at  large 
than  to  Morris,  but  it  served  its  pm^pose. 

'^  We'll  all  wish  you  good  health  on  the 
wedding-day,  Miss  Laura;  and  if  ever 
there's  a  good  turn  to  be  done  to  either  of 
you,  Ellis  and  me  '11  be  the  first  to  do  it. 
'Twasn't  only  yesterday  1  told  her  the 
truth  of  Mr.  Offord's  accident,  and  she 
said  she'd  stick  by  me   all  the  same,  and'd 
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be     glad    to     serve     Mr.    Poland    on     her 
bended  knees." 

^^  I  am  glad  you  have  told  her,  Morris ;  it 
is  right  that  there  should  be  no  secrets 
between  you.  I  hope  some  day  before 
long  I  shall  hear  of  your  happy  marriage, 
and  we  shall  not  forget  you,  although  by 
that  time  I  may  be  a  long  way  o&  in  a 
foreign  country." 

^^  Thank  you,  miss;  we  do  think  o'  that 
public  on  the  Mornington  road,  where  the 
hunting  gentlemen  come — but  there,  you'll 
be  back  long  enough  before  that." 

"It  may  be  so,"  said  Laura,  and  then 
she  was  silent  until  they  reached  Mrs. 
Paget' s  house,  when,  hearing  that  she  was 
in  the  nursery,  saying  good-night  to  her 
children,  she  went  up  and  joined  her  there. 

"  My  dear  Laura,  this  is  very  sad  ;  but, 
of  course,  we  will  take  you  in  and  welcome 
you,"   said   Adelaide,    when  she  had   taken 


26S  DOWN    THE    WAY. 

her  sister  to  her  own  room  and  heard  what 
she  had  to  say.  ^^  I  don't  know  what  Edgar 
will  think;  but  it  can't  be  helped,  and  no 
doubt  father  will  come  round." 

^^I  would  have  gone  to  Janet,  if  she  had 
been  at  home,"  said  Laura,  feeling  sore 
and  miserable,  and  inclined  to  think  that 
every  one  was  against  her. 

^'My  dear,  it  is  perhaps  better  for  you 
to  have  come  to  a  clergyman's  house,  and  I 
think  Edo^ar  will  see  it  in  the  same  lic^ht. 
It  is  a  terrible  thing  for  a  girl  to  be  sent 
away  from  her  home,  and  we  must  expect 
that  people  will  talk ;  but  they  cannot  say 
much  as  you  have  come  here." 

'^  I  will  go  away  again  this  moment,  if 
you  are  afraid  of  people's  talking.  I  don't 
care  where  I  go,"  cried  Laura,  with  angry 
tears. 

^^  That  is  nonsense,"  answered  Adelaide, 
-calmly.       ^^  You    know     that     I    am    quite 
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ready  to  receive  you,  and  I  am  more  than 
glad  to  tliink  that  you  will  have  the 
advantage  of  Edgar's  advice.'' 

^^  But  you  had  better  go  and  tell  him 
before  I  unpack  my  things,"  said  Laura. 
'^  He,  too,  may  think  of  people's  talking,  and 
wish  me  to  go  away."  And  Adelaide,  who 
was  always  afraid  of  Laura's  temper,  was 
glad  of  an  excuse  for  leaving  her  just 
then. 

Mr.  Paget  agreed  with  his  wife  that 
it  was  all  very  sad,  and  deeply  to  be 
lamented;  but  he  was  quite  willing  that 
Laura  should  stay  until  matters  were 
arranged  in  some  fashion. 

^^  I  think  your  father  must  give  way 
after  a  while,"  he  said;  ^^and  in  any  case, 
I  shall  be  glad  to  keep  the  poor  child  until 
we  have  brought  her  to  a  clearer  sense  of 
duty." 

^^  But    what     shall    we     do     about     Mr. 
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Poland  ?     Of     course    he    will    know    that 
she  is  here,  and  will  come  to  see  her." 

^^Let  him  come!  My  dear,  Laura  has 
been  a  stumbling-block  in  the  Blithefield 
household,  not  entirely  by  her  own  fault, 
and  there  is  a  perversity  in  the  idea  of 
forbidding  her  marriage  which  does  not 
commend  itself  to  me.  I  think  you  should 
write  to-morrow  to  Mrs.  Mathewson  and 
tell  her  the  state  of  the  case,  and  if  she 
suggests  no  objections  and  gives  a  good 
account  of  her  nephew,  I  shall  be  disposed 
to  favour  the  young  couple,  and  trust  to 
your  father's  future  forgiveness.  What 
does  it  matter  whether  we  like  the  young 
fellow  or  not  ?  it  is  Laura  who  has  to 
spend  her  life  with  him.  I  should  like 
to  see  her  for  a  few  minutes  to-night  and 
say  a  word  of  kindness,  as  well  as  of 
counsel  to  all  possible  submission  to  her 
father's  wishes." 
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Laura  came  down,  obediently  if  unwil- 
lingly, feeling  that  nothing  that  could  be 
said  could  hurt  her  more  than  her  father's 
words,  and  was  surprised  when  her  brother- 
in-law  came  forward  and  welcomed  her 
cordially  and  said — 

'^  My  dear,  I  am  grieved  to  hear  of 
these  family  differences ;  we  can  only  trust 
that  by  doing  the  very  best  in  our  j)ower 
we  may  be  shown  the  way  out  of  them, 
and  you  may  feel  sure  of  a  welcome  here 
until  there  is  another  home  to  claim 
you." 

Laura  was  touched  and  Adelaide  was 
astonished,  for  neither  could  know  of  the 
still  vivid  remembrance  of  bygone  years 
and  long  past  romance  which,  in  the  midst 
of  his  married  happiness,  moved  Edgar 
Paget's  heart  to  sympathy  with  unfortunate 
and  rebellious  lovers. 
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CHAPTER      XIX. 

LAURA'S    AMBASSADOR. 

When  Geoffrey  left  Mr.  Hilton,  havings 
fared  no  worse  than  he  expected,  he  was 
somewhat  puzzled  what  to  do  next.  It 
was  impossible  for  him  to  go  back  to  the 
house  and  try  to  see  Laura,  he  must  at 
least  show  that  amount  of  respect  for 
her  father's  prejudices,  setting  aside  the 
probability  that  he  would  be  refused 
admittance ;  nor  was  it  likely  that  Laura 
would  be  alloAved  to  receiye  a  letter  from 
him  openly,  and  he  did  not  choose  to  send 
any  communication  through  the  servants 
unless  driven  to  extremity ;  so  for  the 
present   he   felt    helplessly   at   a   standstill. 
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But  lie  could  not  make  up  his  mind  to  leave 
Blithefield  just  yet,  in  case  some  happy 
chance  might  occur  of  which  he  could 
avail  himself  without  puttin':^;  her  into 
further  difficulties. 

He  was  worried  and  offended,  added 
to  which  he  was  hungry  and  not  at  all 
inclined  for  the  long  walk  to  Mornington 
before  finding  food  and  lodging;  but  yet 
he  did  not  choose  to  be  seen  hanging 
about  the  neighbourhood,  where,  no  doubt, 
gossipping  tongues  would  be  busy  with 
his  name.  Lighting  his  pipe  he  wandered 
about  the  woods  for  an  hour,  and  then 
cominof  in  sigrht  of  the  house  from  a 
distance  he  saw  the  ponies  driven  up  to 
the  door,  and  although  he  was  too  far  off 
to  distinguish  one  face  from  another,  he 
felt  no  doubt  that  it  was  Laura  who  left 
the  house  a  few  minutes  after  and  drove 
away. 

VOL.  III.'  '  T 
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'^  That  crusty  old  father  of  hers  has  turned 
her  out,  I  suppose,"  he  said  to  himself; 
''  very  well,  my  darling,  it  may  be  all  the 
better  for  us  in  the  end  ;  and  now  I  must 
watch  and  see  where  you  are  going.  But 
when  Laura  came  by  a  little  later  she  was 
unconscious  that  he  was  watching  her  from 
only  the  distance  of  a  stone's  throw,  and  that 
he  kept  the  carriage  in  sight  until  there  could 
be  no  doubt  that  she  was  bound  for  the 
Paget' s  pleasant  rectory. 

The  temptation  to  speak  to  her  was  strong, 
almost  too  strong  to  be  resisted  when  he  saw 
how  pale  and  sad  she  looked ;  but  he  felt 
that  he  was  right  in  letting  her  pass  by,  and 
that  the  words  of  comfort  which  he  could 
have  spoken  were  better  unsaid  until  she  was 
safe  in  her  sister's  care ;  nor  would  he  be 
doing  right  by  Morris  in  making  him  a  party 
to  a  stolen  interview. 

Remembering  a  little  country  inn  in  Dor- 
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field,  not  far  from  the  Paget' s  house,  he 
looked  for  and  found  a  night's  lodging  there ; 
and  the  next  morning  about  eleven  o'clock 
walked  over  to  the  Rectory  and  asked  for 
Mrs.  Paget. 

^'  I  do  not  think  we  have  ever  met,  but 
you  will  know  all  about  me  when  I  tell  you 
that  my  name  is  Poland,"  he  said. 

^^Yes,"  answered  Mrs.  Paget,  ^^we  ex- 
pected you." 

^'  I  hope  my  visit  is  not  unwelcome?" 

^^  Not  at  all.  But  my  husband  will  talk  to 
you,  for  of  course  you  know  that  we  are  in 
rather  a  difficult  position  ;  but  we  sympathise 
with  my  sister  and  with  you." 

^^  Thank  you,"  said  Greoffrey  cordially; 
'^  and  I  think  if  you  do  not  mind  I  would 
rather  talk  to  you  than  to  Mr.  Paget.  I  am 
afraid  I  am  accustomed  to  express  myself 
rather  strongly,  and  I  can  make  little  pre- 
tension to  orthodoxy ;  but  I  would  willingly 
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steer  clear  of  offence  with  every  one  be- 
longing to  Laura — I  am  sure  you  know  that 
she  allows  me  to  call  her  that,  or  else  I 
should  not  be  here." 

^^  Yes,  I  think  I  know  a  good  deal  about 
it,"  answered  Adelaide  smiling  ;  ^^  but  really 
I  am  half  afraid  to  speak  as  kindly  as  I  wish 
until  you  have  seen  my  husband." 

^^  Then  I  shall  of  course  be  glad  to  see 
him  at  once.  I  do  not  yet  know  exactly 
why  Laura  has  left  home,  but  I  feel  that 
both  of  us  stand  in  need  of  kindness  ;  and, 
after  all,  does  it  not  strike  you,  Mrs.  Paget, 
that  society  is  given  to  putting  itself  out 
a  good  deal  too  much  about  the  fate  of  two 
of  its  units  ?  " 

Adelaide  did  not  feel  equal  to  discussing 
the  question,  and  became  still  more  anxious 
to  hand  the  visitor  over  to  her  husband  ;  but 
she  wished  to  bo  everything  that  was  kind  to 
lier  sister's  lover,  and  answered : 
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^'Well,  of  course,  everything  to  do  with 
Laura  seems  important  in  my  eyes,  and  my 
husband  and  I  are  inclined  to  think  that  she 
has  been  treated  severely ;  but  at  the  same 
time,  you  must  quite  understand,  Mr. 
Poland,  that  we  do  not  wish  to  go 
against  my  father." 

''  That  is  to  say,"  said  Geoffrey  a 
little  impatiently,  ^Hhat  although  I  am 
sure  you  feel  kindly  towards  us,  you  will  not 
undertake  any  responsibility." 

'^  Really,  it  will  be  much  better  for  you  to 
talk  to  Mr.  Paget,"  answered  Adelaide  un- 
comfortably, and  as  Geoffrey  bowed  silently 
she  hurried  away. 

*^  Mr.  Poland  is  here,  Edgar,"  she  said, 
finding  her  husband  in  his  study,  '^and  I 
want  you  to  see  him  at  once  ;  I  am  not  at  all 
sure  that  I  understood  him,  but  he  seems 
very  much  in  earnest." 
"  Has  he  seen  Laura  ?  " 
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^' No,  not  yet;  lie  wished  to  talk  to  us 
first." 

"  Quite  right.  Well,  I  will  go  and  bring 
him  here  where  one  can  talk  undisturbed ; 
and  you  might  tell  Laura  that  he  is  not 
likely  to  suffer  severely  at  my  hands,  and 
that  I  will  send  him  out  to  join  her  in  the 
garden." 

Mr.  Paget  greeted  his  visitor  cordially, 
and  only  a  few  words  of  explanation  were 
needed  to  make  matters  clear  between  them. 
"  I  tell  you  plainly,  Poland,  that  before  I 
consent  to  take  your  part  against  my  father- 
in-law  I  should  like  to  hear  what  Mrs. 
Mathewson  has  to  say  about  you." 

Greoffrey  smiled.  ^^My  aunt  has  an 
exaggerated  opinion  of  my  merits ;  I  advise 
A  ou  to  take  what  she  says  with  caution. 
But  seriously,  I  am  not  at  all  afraid  of 
any  amount  of  investigation  which  you  may 
think  right.     There  have  been  one  or  two 
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difficulties  in  my  life  which  Laura  knows 
and  forgives  ;  they  may  perhaps  be  dragged 
into  the  light  of  common  observation,  but  I 
scarcely  think  the  trouble  would  be  rewarded. 
After  I  have  seen  Laura,  I  intend  to  go  back 
to  town  and  tell  my  aunt  all  about  it ;  and  I 
am  sure  that  if  you  think  it  would  be  wiser 
or  in  any  way  more  agreeable  to  you  or  to 
Mrs.  Paget  that  Laura  should  go  to  her,  she 
will  consent  to  take  care  of  her  until  our 
really  very  simple  difficulties  can  be 
arranged." 

''  My  wife  and  I  will  on  no  account  con- 
sent to  part  with  our  sister  at  present,"  said 
Mr.  Paget,  kindly;  ''but  after  you  have 
seen  her  to-day  I  shall  think  it  right  to  ask 
you  to  stay  away  until  we  have  communi- 
cated with  her  father  and  Mrs.  Mathewson." 

''Yes,  I  suppose  it  is  right,"  said  Geoffrey, 
reluctantly  ;  "  but  our  time  is  short  and  I 
am  unwilling  to  waste  it,  in  two  months  my 
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wife  and  I  must  be  on  our  way  to  our  new 
home." 

"I  do  not  think  that  will  be  possible, 
Poland.  Mr.  Hilton  may  be  induced  to  give 
his  consent  in  time,  but  hardly  in  such  a 
hurry." 

''  I  do  not  at  all  expect  it,  and  I  tell  you 
frankly  that  I  shall  do  my  best  to  persuade 
Laura  to  do  without  it.  I  am  conscious 
that  he  can  find  no  real  objection  against 
me,  and  in  a  week  or  two  Laura  will  be 
legally  her  own  mistress.  Good  heavens  I 
what  would  the  man  wish  to  do  with  his 
daughter  if  she  went  back  again  now  to 
that  ungenial  home  of  hers  where  from 
week's  end  to  week's  end  no  one  addresses  a 
word  to  her  but  of  the  most  trivial  common- 
place ?  Why  she  would  be  better  off  if  she 
married  a  travelling  tinker  who  had  a  fellow 
feeling  with  her  than  she  has  been  in  the 
midst  of  luxury  and  mental  starvation  !  " 
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"  I  can't  quite  go  with  you,"  said  Mr. 
Paget,  ^'  but  I  have  grieved  over  the  neglect 
from  which  she  has  suffered.  Now,  no 
doubt  you  will  like  to  find  her  in  the  garden, 
I  desired  my  wife  to  tell  her  that  you  would 
join  her  there." 

The  Eectory  garden  at  Dorfield  was  of 
that  old-fashioned  and  delightful  kind,  full 
of  nooks  and  corners  and  shady  j^aths,  which 
seem  made  for  pleasant  talks,  and  on  that 
bright  May  morning,  with  the  apple  trees  in 
bloom,  Geoffrey  and  Laura  found  it  a 
paradise. 

'^  I  am  grateful  to  your  father,  dear,  for 
unintentionally  giving  us  a  helping  hand," 
said  Geoffrey.  '^  If  he  had  been  at  all 
moderate  in  his  severity  it  would  have  been 
altogether  a  different  thing,  I  should  have 
tried  all  my  powers  of  argument  before  we 
proceeded  to  extremities,  but  now  that  he 
has  gone  so  far  as  to  send  you  away  from 
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homej  I  feel  that  it  is  open  to  me  to  take 
matters  into  my  own  hands." 

Then  followed  an  hour  of  earnest  dis- 
cussion and  consultation  before  Geoffrey 
went  back  to  town  to  see  Mrs.  Mathewson, 
and  when  Laura  came  in  to  share  the 
children's  early  dinner  there  was  a  look  of 
cheerful  determination  on  her  face  which 
won  her  brother-in-law's  cordial  approval. 

^^  I  think  she  and  Poland  will  know  how  to 
manage  their  own  affairs,"  he  said  to  his  wife. 

^^  Yes ;  but  still  they  have  asked  me  to 
intercede  with  my  father,  and  I  have  pro- 
mised to  do  the  best  I  can.  Will  you  come 
with  me,  Edgar  ?  " 

But  Mr.  Paget  had  an  uncomfortable 
consciousness  that  his  father-in-law  did  not 
think  much  of  him,  and  therefore  judged 
that  it  would  be  wiser  that  Adelaide  should 
go  alone  to  plead  Laura's  cause. 

Mrs.   Bonar  and  her  husband    had    been 
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called  away  from  home  by  the  death  of  a 
relative  who  had  left  them  money,  and  they 
all  felt  that  it  was  unfortunate  that  just  then 
they  should  have  been  deprived  of  Janet's 
good  sense  which  always  had  weight  with 
her  father,  but  still  Adelaide  hoped  that  her 
own  influence  might  do  a  good  deal,  and 
felt  a  strengthening  sense  of  importance  as 
she  inquired  from  StejDhens  where  his  master 
was  to  be  found,  and  hearing  that  he  was 
in  the  study  went  there  immediately,  without 
giving  her  courage  time  to  cool  down. 

^^  I  am  glad  to  see  you,  my  dear,"  said 
Mr.  Hilton.  ''No  doubt  you  have  brought 
a  message  of  submission  from  Laura,  which 
will  put  an  end  to  my  painful  necessity  for 
showing  displeasm-e." 

"No,  father;  I  think  both  you  and  I 
know  her  too  well  to  exjDCct  anything  of  the 
kind,  and  really  there  is  a  very  great  deal 
to  be  said  for  Mr.  Poland." 
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''If  your  object  in  coming  is  to  tell  me 
tliat,  Adelaide,  we  sliall  disagree.  I  expect 
apology  and  promise  of  obedience  from 
Lam-a  before  listening  to  anything  on  her 
behalf;  while  as  for  him — he  knows  that 
nothing  but  complete  honesty  on  his  part 
could  induce  me  to  listen  to  him,  and  even  then 
I  reserve  to  myself  the  right  of  refusing  to 
entrust  a  child  of  mine  into  the  care  of  a 
man  of  such  ungenial  disposition  and  uncer- 
tain temper,  to  say  nothing  of  his  want  of 
means  and  the  distance  of  his  future  home 
from  every  one  concerned  in  Lamia's  welfare.'^ 

''  Father,  if  you  would  only  let  some  of 
us  explain  to  you  !  there  are  so  many  things 
to  be  said  in  his  favour  !  " 

''  I  fail  to  see  them  now,  and  in  all 
probability  shall  continue  to  do  so ;  but 
still,  should  he  give  me  a  satisfactory 
account  of  the  last  year,  and  show  himself 
willing   to   wait   until   he  has   been   proved 
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worthy  of  trust,  I  may  consent  to  listen 
to  him.  Meanwhile,  my  dear  Adelaide, 
although  I  have  no  quarrel  with  you,  I  say 
you  are  mistaken  in  taking  up  his  cause,  and 
that  you  will  do  no  good  by  it." 

Adelaide  considered  for  a  few  minutes, 
and  then  answered  firmly  :  '^  I  grieve  that 
you  should  take  the  matter  in  this  way, 
father,  for  many  reasons,  but  chiefly  because 
I  fear  it  will  drive  them  to  extremities. 
No  one  can  expect  that  Laura  will  behave 
as  any  girl  would  whose  home  had  been  a 
happy  one,  and  we  know  that  by  fault  on 
all  sides  she  has  not  been  happy.  It  would 
not  be  surprising,  either,  if  she  should  feel 
that — to  say  nothing  of  her  being  almost 
twenty-one — in  sending  her  away  you 
renounced  autliority  over  her;  you  have 
been  too  hard  ujDon  her,  father !  Edgar 
says  the  same." 

^'  It  is  sufficiently  painful  that   I   should 
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be  obliged  to  show  severity  to  one  of  my 
children,  and  it  would  be  a  useless  addition 
to  quarrel  with  you,"  answered  her  father. 
^^  You  fully  understand  my  meaning  in  this 
unhappy  business,  and  if  you  are  sincerely 
anxious  for  your  sister's  welfare  you  will  do 
your  best  to  carry  it  out.  I  am  glad  that 
she  should  have  the  advantage  of  your 
countenance  until  I  can  allow  her  to  come 
home  again,  but  if  it  would  be  in  any  way 
more  agreeable  to  you,  I  will  make  a  point 
of  finding  a  suitable  home  for  her  elsewhere." 
^^No,  thank  you,  father;  my  husband 
and  I  are  anxious  to  show  her  kindness," 
answered  Adelaide,  coldly;  and  then,  with- 
out even  seeing  Edith,  she  drove  home  again 
with  a  sense  of  complete  failure. 
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CHAPTER      XX. 

A  day's  events. 

The  doctors  had  decided  that  Bernard  was 
getting  on  very  well,  that  the  wounds  were 
healing  properly,  and  that,  with  due  care 
and  absence  of  excitement,  he  might  expect 
to  get  about  again  at  the  end  of  a  month, 
and  no  doubt  if  everything  had  gone  on  as 
usual  at  Blithefield  such  would  have  been  the 
case,  but  Laura's  farewell  visit,  and  the 
difficulties  suggested  by  it,  joined  to  the 
sense  of  his  own  incapacity  to  help  her,  or  to 
hinder  mischief,  and  the  want  of  any  one 
but  Mrs.  Hughes  to  tell  him  what  had  come, 
or  was  likely  to  come  to  pass,  worried  him 
into  a  feverish  condition  which  caused  Dr. 
Reynolds  no  little  anxiety. 
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On  the  subject  of  family  troubles,  Mr. 
Hilton,  during  his  visits  twice  a  day,  was 
silent,  and  beyond  the  fact  that  Laura  was 
sta3dng  with  the  Pagets,  and  that  Adelaide 
had  come  to  see  her  father  and  had  gone 
away  again  apparently  in  low  spirits,  Mrs. 
Hughes  had  no  information  to  give.  How 
much  Bernard  longed  for  a  sight  of  Edith 
and  a  few  minutes'  talk  ;  what  a  fool  he 
called  himself  for  his  over  scrupulous  refusal 
to  see  her  at  first,  how  he  raged  over  his  own 
incapacity  and  weakness,  and  fretted  himself 
into  a  sort  of  nervous  fever,  were  things 
which  those  around  him  could  not  guess,  and 
yet  the  doctor  knew  that  his  patient's  mental 
condition  was  all  wrong,  and  was  chiefly  to 
blame  for  his  want  of  progress,  and  would 
have  been  thankful  to  get  Laura  back  again 
with  her  singular  power  of  bringing  rest  and 
confidence  in  weary  hours  of  pain  and  illness. 

During   the   fortnight  which   had   passed 
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since  the  accident,  the  police,  in  spite  of  all 
their  endeavours,  had  not  made  the  sHghtest 
discovery.  The  few  people  concerned  liad 
kept  their  own  counsel ;  the  gunsmith,  whose 
mind  was  uneasy,  had  gone  through  a  visit 
of  inquiry  without  giving  any  information 
beyond  the  fact  that  he  had  bought  Morris's 
gun  from  him,  and  with  apparent  willingness 
had  shown  the  different  pieces  now  under- 
going repair,  and  Bernard's  firm  refusal  to 
allow  a  reward  to  be  offered  had  put  a  stop 
to  extraordinary  zeal.  Perhaps  his  character 
suffered  a  little  in  consequence,  and  some 
people  said  that  Thornage's  lodger,  who  still 
remained  a  most  mysterious  being,  was  some 
one  who  had  an  old  grievance  against  him, 
but  such  rumours  if  they  ever  reached  his 
ears  would  hardly  disturb  his  peace,  and 
would  even  have  been  welcomed  as  a  proof 
that  suspicion  had  not  been  directed  to  tlie 
ever  regretful  cause  of  his  misfortune.    Added 
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to  pain  and  weariness,  and  a  sense  of  being- 
a  trouble  to  every  one  was  the  knowledge 
that  Offord  House  ought  before  now  to  have 
been  overlooked  again  by  himself  and  the 
architect,  and  preparations  made  for  either 
repairing  it  or  pulling  down  such  parts  as 
were  unsafe,  and  yet  here  he  was  tied  like  a 
log  to  the  comfortable  little  room,  which  he 
had  learned  to  detest  as  a  prison  from  which 
at  present  there  was  no  chance  of  escape. 

So  passed  another  dreary  fortnight,  and 
then  Janet  drove  over  to  Blithefield  to  make 
her  attempt  at  bringing  about  a  better  under- 
standing between  her  father  and  Laura,  but 
she,  too,  failed.  Bernard,  however,  was  the 
better  for  her  visit,  for  she  came  and  talked 
to  him,  and  told  him  a  great  deal  that  he 
wanted  to  know. 

^'  So  you  have  not  seen  Edith  since  your 
accident  ?  "  she  asked,  looking  at  him 
curiously. 
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*'No;  of  course  it  would  not  have  been 
right,  she  is  tender-hearted  and  pitiful,  and 
might  have  been  tempted  to  show  me  kind- 
ness which  she  would  afterwards  have  re- 
gretted." 

^^No  doubt  you  are  right,"  said  Janet, 
but  he  felt  that  her  manner  expressed 
disapproval. 

^'  As  for  Laura — "  he  began,  but  she  inter- 
rupted him. 

*'  As  far  as  Laura's  past  is  concerned  1 
shall  be  glad  to  tell  you  all  I  can  and  hear 
what  you  think,  but  respecting  her  future  I 
am  bound  to  silence.  We  must  give  up  all 
idea  now  that  father  will  change  his  mind, 
his  conditions  are  not  reasonable,  and  we 
have  no  longer  any  hope  of  altering  them." 

'•'  Weill"  said  Bernard,  wearily,  but  also 
with  a  smile  at  himself,  ^'  one  is  apt  to  think 
a  good  deal  of  one's  own  influence,  and  I 
feel  as  if  everything  had  gone  wrong  because 
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I  am  laid  up  here ;  perhaps  when  I  get  about 
again  the  world  will  improve  a  little." 

^^I  hope  it  may  be  so,  it  i.s  a  worrying 
world  just  now/'  said  Janet ;  ''  get  well  as 
fast  as  you  can,  Bernard,  for  there  is  no 
doubt  that  we  all  want  you." 

Janet  did  not  come  tu  Blithefield  again 
until  one  bright  June  morning,  when  she 
and  Adelaide  appeared  together. 

Edith  met  them  in  the  garden,  and  saw 
by  their  faces  that  they  had  come  on  some 
special  errand,  but  she  asked  no  questions, 
even  when  Adelaide  said — 

^^  Is  father  in  his  study,  dear  ?  We  want 
to  speak  to  him,  and  you  must  come  with 
us."     She  led  the  way  in  silence. 

Mr.  Hilton  greeted  his  daughters  warmly 
as  usual,  but  he,  too,  saw  that  there  was 
something  strange  and  felt  uneasy. 

Adelaide  went  forward  and  put  her  hand 
on  his  shoulder. 
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^^  Father,  Janet  and  I  have  come  to  tell 
you  that  Laura  was  married  this  morning." 
Her  father  turned  his  face  aw^ay  but  said 
nothing,  and  she  went  on.  ^'  We  thought  it 
best,  we  did  not  know  what  else  to  do,  they 
had  quite  made  up  their  minds,  and  Laura 
was  twenty-one  two  days  ago,  so  Edgar 
married  them  in  his  own  church,  and  Janet 
and  Walter  were  there.  You  will  not 
quarrel  with  us  father  ?  we  have  done  it 
for  the  best."  Edith,  it  is  as  great  a  surprise 
to  you  as  to  father,  we  thought  that  was 
right." 

*'  I  am  glad  of  that,  Edith,"  said  her 
father,  in  a  low  voice. 

^' Will  you  all  leave  me  now,  I  will  talk 
to  you  by-and-by." 

And  the  sisters  went  away  and  sat  in 
Edith's  little  sitting  -  room  and  cried,  but 
none  of  them  regretted  the  morning's  work. 

'^  I  don't  see  what   else   could  be  done," 
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said  Janet,  ^^  Geoffrey  Poland  has  to  be  off 
in  a  few  weeks,  and  it  seems  more  likely 
that  father  will  be  reconciled  to  them  before 
they  start  if  he  has  plenty  of  time  to  think 
over  it  ;  he  is  not  the  sort  of  man  to  do  it  at 
the  last  moment,  and  besides  that,  we  all 
saw  that  Laura  was  fretting  herself  to  death, 
not  that  she  wavered  for  an  instant  in  her 
intention  to  marry  Geoffrey,  but  she  thought, 
perhaps,  they  ought  to  wait,  and  he  would 
not  agree ;  so  the  sooner  it  was  all  over  and 
done  with  the  better." 

"  I  think  so  too,''  answered  Edith,  but  it 
was  all  a  shock  to  her. 

After  awhile  her  father  sent  for  her,  and 
desired  her  to  tell  her  sisters  that  he  would 
rather  wait  to  see  them  again  until  another 
day.  ^^  I  am  not  angry  with  them,  although 
I  think  they  have  been  wrong ;  but  I  have 
much  to  think  over  and  would  rather  be 
alone." 
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''  Will  you  not  tell  me  a  little  of  what  is  in 
your  mind,  father  ?  "  asked  Edith,  anxiously.* 

^^  Not  to-day,  darling.  I  think  I  will 
have  the  brown  cob  and  ride  over  and  see 
Jenkinson ;  there  is  business  which  must  be 
arranged." 

^^Wait  for  a  day  or  two,  father  dear," 
pleaded  Edith,  fearful  that  in  his  first  dis- 
pleasure he  would  do  injustice  to  Laura,  for 
Mr.  Jenkinson  was  the  family  solicitor,  and 
was  associated  in  her  mind  with  wills  and 
marriage  settlements.  But  her  father  would 
not   be  persuaded. 

''My  dear,  I  must  be  the  judge  of  the 
right  time  for  business.  You  had  better 
keep  your  sisters  with  you  if  you  like,  I 
shall  probably  not  be  home  until  dinner 
time." 

But  Adelaide  and  Janet  could  not  stay, 
and  by  three  o'clock  Edith  was  left  alone, 
feeling  desolate  and  miserable,  not  venturing 
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to  say  a  word  of  the  morning's  event,  even 
to  Ellis,  without  her  father's  leave,  and 
realising  for  the  first  time  that  Laura,  vrith 
all  her  ungeniality,  was  to  be  missed  and 
regretted.  She  wandered  out  into  the 
garden  and  filled  her  hands  with  summer 
flowers,  white  pinks  and  roses  and  lilies, 
which  she  and  her  father  loved ;  but  to-day 
they  gave  her  no  pleasure ;  she  was  dis- 
satisfied ;  she  was  alone ;  there  was  a 
want  in  her  life  which  she  had  never  felt 
so  strongly  before ;  and  with  a  sudden 
inspiration,  and  with  her  hands  still  full  of 
tlie  sweet-scented  blossoms,  she  went  in 
across  the  hall,  through  the  side  passage, 
and  knocked  at  Bernard's  door.  He  was 
much  better  and  had  been  sitting  up  for  a 
day  or  two  now,  and  she  had  waited 
anxiously  for  an  invitation  to  go  and  see 
him,  but  it  had  not  come,  and  she  felt 
to-day  that  she  must  go  without  it. 
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Mrs.  Hughes  came  to  the  door  and  gave 
her  a  broad  smile  of  approval.  ^'You've 
brought  Mr.  Offord  some  flowers.  Miss 
Edith  ?  and  glad  enough  I  am,  I  can  tell 
you;  he's  that  low  to-day  I  don't  know 
what  to  do  with  him.  Mr.  Offord,  here's 
Miss  Edith  come  to  see  you."  Then  she 
discreetly  withdrew. 

Edith  went  forward  and  found  Bernard, 
a  shadow  of  himself,  sitting  propped  up 
with  cushions  by  the  open  window.  The 
change  in  him  was  greater  than  she  had 
expected,  and  she  could  scarcely  restrain 
a  cry  of  dismay  as  she  realised  his  past 
pain  and  present  weakness,  but  as  his  face 
brightened  with  pleasure  at  seeing  her  he 
seemed  almost  his  own  self  again. 

''  I  am  so  glad,  Eldith,  so  glad  you  have 
come  I  It  was  not  fail'  to  ask  vou,  vou 
know,"  he  held  tightly  the  hand  that 
was  willingly  clasped  in  his. 
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''  Oh,  Bernard,  I  did  not  know !  somehow 
I  never  felt  that  it  had  been  so  bad  as 
this." 

''  That  was  just  why  I  did  not  want 
you  to  come,  it  is  something  so  mueli 
better  than  pity  that  I  have  wanted  all 
these  months  past  that  I  could  not  put 
up  with  alone,  and  I  am  getting  well 
now ;  to-day  you  cannot  look  at  me  and 
feel  yourself  a  giantess  in  your  strength,*' 
he  said  smiling. 

While  he  still  held  her  hand  she  sat 
down  on  a  low  chair  beside  him. 

^^  Bernard,"  she  said  softly,  '^  I  am 
going  to  tell  you  what  is  in  my  mind. 
I  came  to  see  you  to-day  because  I  wanted 
you ;  not  because  I  thought  you  wanted 
me.  I  have  known  all  this  time,  while 
you  have  been  ill  and  have  not  let  me 
come  to  see  you,  what  I  should  tell  you 
when    you    asked    me   what    my   thoughts 
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had  been,  and  to-day,  when  I  am  lonely 
and  wretched  and  have  no  one  to  speak 
to,  what  could  I  do  but  come  to  you?" 

Bernard  smiled,  her  words  were  but 
half  reassuring  and  yet  he  understood  her. 
'^  You  are  quite  sure  that  you  have  not 
come  out  of  kindness  to  a  poor  broken- 
down  fellow  who  is  sick  of  being  shut  up 
here  so  long?" 

^^  Quite  sure." 

^^  But,  Edith,  it  is  ever  so  much  too 
soon  for  me  to  speak,  that  day  in  July 
is  weeks  off  yet !  " 

Edith  started  up  with  flushed  cheeks. 
^^  Really,  Bernard,  you  are  quite  foolish 
to  take  things  so  literally !  Must  one  be 
tied  down  strictly  to  a  word?" 

^^  Edith?" 

^^  Oh,  Bernard,  I  want  to  talk  to  you," 
she  said,  sitting  down  beside  him  again ; 
but   he   thought    that    his    turn    came   first, 
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and  for  the  next  half-hour  he  found  so 
much  to  say  that  neither  knew  that  she 
had  been  nearly  silent. 

Mr.  Hilton,  returning  from  his  ride, 
went  in  by  the  side  entrance  and  knocked 
at  Bernard's  door,  and  hearing  voices 
went  in  without  waiting  for  an  answer. 

Edith  would  have  started  up,  but  Bernard 
still  held  her  hand.  ^^  Father!"  she  ex- 
claimed, with  blushing  cheeks  and  happy 
eyes.  ^'Father!"  echoed  Bernard,  and 
Mr.  Hilton   stood  still  and  looked  at  them. 

^'  Edith,  my  darling,  you  knew  that  I 
had  been  hurt  to-day ;  have  you  done 
this  to  please  me?" 

^' No  indeed,  father,  it  was — to  please 
myself  I  think." 

''And  I  am  left  out  altogether,"  said 
Bernard. 

^^  Well,  you  are  a  sort  of  necessity  you 
know,"    said    Edith,   smiling;    '^  but   father 
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and    I   must   always    come   first   with    each 
other." 

Bernard  smiled  too,  but  it  was  with  a 
sigh,  for  he  realised  over  again  the  truth, 
which  had  oppressed  him  before,  that  to 
Edith  her  father  while  his  life  lasted  must 
be  first,  although  perhaps,  he  might  flatter 
himseK,  not  quite  dearest. 
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CHAPTER   XXI. 

THE    CULTIVATION    OF    HAPPINESS. 

^'  Of  course,  Wedgwood,  when  jou  tele- 
graphed for  me  yesterday,  I  knew  that 
something  had  happened,  but  I  was  quite 
unprepared  for  these  events,"  said  Mrs. 
Mathewson,  when  she  had  come  down 
from  town,  bringing  Erica  with  her,  in 
answer  to  Mr.  Hilton's  urgent  summons. 
^'Nothing  can  be  more  delightful  than 
Edith's  engagement ;  I  always  thought  she 
was  a  foolish  girl  for  putting  it  off  so  long, 
and  if  I  had  had  the  management,  I  could 
have  set  it  right  long  ago ;  but  if  I  live 
for  the  next  fifty  years,  I  shall  always 
strongly  disapprove  of  Laura's  marriage. 
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^*  But,  my  dear  Sarah,  you  have  invariably 
spoken  well  of  your  nephew ! " 

Mrs.  Mathewson  made  a  gesture  of 
hopeless  impatience. 

^'  Surely,  Wedgwood,  you  can't  imagine 
that  I  think  it  a  bad  thing  for  her !  No, 
indeed,  that  is  very  far  from  my  thoughts ; 
but  1  deplore  that  Geoffrey  should  have 
married  a  girl  whom  we  all  know  to  have 
such  a  bad  temper." 

'^  Perhaps  she  may  improve  indeed,  I 
think  she  has  done  so  already ;  but,  like 
you,  I  grieve  over  this  foolish  business, 
although,  probably,  from  very  different 
reasons,  and  greatly  as  I  blame  her,  I 
cannot  avoid  reproaching  myself  also  for 
her  having  married  in  this  manner." 

'^And  yet  you  tell  me  yourself  that  you 
persistently  refused  your  consent !  " 

^'You  have  all  been  very  ready  to  take 
me  at  my  word,"  said  Mr.  Hilton,   resent- 
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fully,  forgetting,  like  so  many  other  people,^ 
that  if  you  only  say  a  thing  often  enough 
it  will  generally  be  believed  in  the  end, 
and  that  he  had  so  often  asserted  his 
intention  not  to  countenance  Laura's 
engagement,  tliat  every  one  thought  he 
must  mean  it.  ''  However,  I  have  done 
the  best  I  can  for  her,  I  saw  Jenkinson 
yesterday,  and  desired  him  to  draw  up  a 
settlement,  wdiich  will  tie  up  her  money 
pretty  closely.  I  hardly  imagine  that  under 
the  circumstances  Poland  can  find  much  fault 
with  that." 

'^Really,  Wedgwood,  one  would  think 
that  you  credited  my  nephew  with  entire 
want  of  principle,"  said  Mrs.  Mathewson, 
with  offence. 

''  Not  that  I  hope,  but  you  must  confess 
that  I  have  not  as  yet  had  much  reason  to 
think  well  of  him.  But,  my  dear  Sarah, 
I    did   not    ask    you   here    to    quarrel   with 
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you,  or  give  yon  offence,  but  because  Edith 
will  want  your  advice  and  countenance, 
and  there  are  many  things  in  which  your 
help  will  be  invaluable  to  both  of  us.  If 
we  differ  concerning  the  relative  worth 
of  our  belongings — why,  it  is  the  way  of 
the  world,  and  we  are  people  of  too  much 
experience  to  expect  to  set  that  right." 

After  all,  when  Mrs.  Mathewson  came 
to  think  over  it,  Geoffrey  had  not  done  so 
badly.  A  wife  with  ten  thousand  pounds, 
even  although  it  was  strictly  tied  up,  could 
not  be  considered  as  absolutely  without 
advantages ;  and  disagreeable  as  Laura's 
temper  might  be  he  seemed  not  to  mind 
it,  while  at  the  distance  at  which  they  were 
to  live,  no  one  else  could  suffer  from  it. 
If  only  one's  personal  conceit  and  love  of 
giving  opinions  could  be  set  aside,  it  might 
be  possible  to  realise  that  people  knew  their 
own  affairs  best;  and  there  was  this  great 
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consolation  to  fall  back  upon,  that  Erica 
absolutely  needed  her  care,  for  she  would 
not  be  wanted  at  home  when  Edith  married ; 
and  being  pretty  and  lively,  and  a  little 
wanting  in  solidity  of  character  at  eighteen, 
she  would  require  a  good  deal  of  counsel 
and  supervision  before  she  attained  to  that 
inevitable  necessity — a  suitable  marriage. 

Mr.  Hilton's  solicitor  did  not  find  his 
task  of  drawing  up  a  settlement  an  easy  one, 
for  he  could  not  for  some  time  discover 
where  Mr.  and  Mrs.  Geoffrey  Poland  were  to 
be  found,  not  knowing  that  Dr.  Gordon's 
yacht  had  met  them  at  Dover,  and  that  the 
first  few  weeks  of  their  married  life  were 
spent  in  cruising  along  the  coasts  of  Devon- 
shire and  Cornwall,  landing  whenever  the 
fancy  took  them,  accompanied  for  the  most 
part  by  their  host,  who  pronounced  them  the 
least  objectionable  pair  of  married  lovers  he 
had  ever  met  with.     '^  There  is  much  fair 
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open  space  in  your  wife's  mind  which  it  will 
be  your  privilege  to  fill,  Poland,"  he  said; 
^^  I  do  not  think  she  will  refuse  me  glimpses 
into  its  pages  now  and  then,  and  I  expect 
that  until  you  let  me  know  that  I  am  weari- 
some your  beautiful  home  will  find  me  a 
frequent  visitor." 

^'  The  oftener  the  better,"  answered 
Geoffrey,  cordially.  '^  I  suppose  that  my 
wife  and  I  am  about  the  most  unpopular 
couple  that  could  be  found ;  so  you  need  not 
be  at  all  afraid  of  coming  in  the  way  of  other 
visitors." 

''  But  it  will  be  made  up  with  her  people, 
I  hope?" 

"'  I  don't  know,  nor  do  I  much  care.  If 
she  wishes  to  meet  any  advances  they  may 
make,  I  shall  not  oppose  it ;  but  neither  of 
us  see  our  way  to  being  the  first  to  come 
forward ;  and  although  the  married  sisters 
haare  certainly  been  kind,  there  has  been  too 
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strong  a  flavour  of  disapproval  mixed  with  it 
all  to  make  one  eager  for  future  intercourse." 

Nor  when  they  returned  to  London  was 
there  anything  in  the  arrangements  Mr. 
Hilton  had  made  to  make  Geoffrey  feel  more 
cordially  towards  him.  Laura's  money  was 
to  be  protected  in  every  way  that  was 
possible  from  being  used  by  her  husband ; 
and  she  was  so  angry  for  him  that,  if  he 
had  allowed  her,  she  would  have  refused 
altogether  to  have  anything  to  do  with  it ; 
but  to  this,  of  course,  he  could  not  consent. 

'^  And  after  all,  dear,  what  does  it 
matter?"  he  said.  '^  We  have  gained  each 
other,  and  leave  all  such  stings  behind  us  ; 
we  can  well  afford  to  bear,  and  then  forget 
them." 

Meanwhile  day  after  day,  Mr.  Hilton 
looked  for  a  letter  from  Laura,  not  of  peni- 
tence or  apology — -he  knew  her  too  well  for 
that,    but  making  some  sbi«t  of  excuse,  and 
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showing  a  desire  to  be  reconciled  ;  but  no 
such  letter  came  ;  and  as  Edith  and  Erica 
were  forbidden  to  write,  and  Adelaide 
and  Janet  thought  that  they  also  ought 
to  make  at  least  that  recognition  of  their 
father's  authority,  it  came  to  pass  that 
Geoffrey  and  Laura  sailed  in  Dr.  Gordon's 
yacht  for  their  new  home,  without  any 
attempt  at  reconciliation  on  either  side. 
But  just  before  Edith's  marriage  in  Sep- 
tember, she  asked  for  and  obtained  leave 
from  her  father  to  write  to  Laura,  and 
received  an  answer  which,  although  sea  and 
land  divided  them,  brought  them  closer 
together  than  in  all  their  lives  before ;  while 
to  Bernard,  Geoffrey  wrote  a  long  letter 
about  things  in  general,  besides  a  good  deal 
about  himself  and  his  wife. 

**  We  are  at  present  devoting  ourselves 
with  much  success  to  the  cultivation  of  happi- 
ness,"   he    wrote,     '^  a   blossom   which    has 
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hitherto  been  sadly  neglected  in  our  lives. 
We  find  work  and  sympathy  the  chief  things 
necessary  for  its  growth,  and  with  the 
addition  of  beauty  of  surroundings  it  attains 
full  perfection." 

"  Poor  Laura  ! ''  sighed  Edith,  with  back- 
ward-reaching regret,  when  Bernard  read 
her  the  letter ;  but  he  only  laughed  at  hei' 
misplaced  commiseration. 

'^  Such  comfortable  well-to-do  folks  as 
we  are  scarcely  deserve  to  know  what  such 
hardly-earned  happiness  as  theirs  means,"  he 
said;  ^^but  we  may  have  the  satisfaction 
t)f  feeling  that  while  they  are  cultivating  it 
for  themselves — and  out  there  it  is  scarcely 
open  to  them  to  do  anything  else — -we  have 
many  opportunities  here  of  helping  other 
people  at  least  to  sow  the  seeds,  and  we  may 
hope  that  some  day,  not  very  far  off,  we 
shall  meet  and  compare  our  husbandry." 

When  that  day  of  reconciliation   comes. 
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perhaps  the  only  blot  left  on  Mr.  Hilton's 
satisfaction  will  be  the  fact  that  Thornage's 
lodger  and  his  share  in  Bernard's  accident 
seem  likely  to  remain  impenetrable  mysteries. 


THE   END. 


